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Research on writing at the elementary level has shown that prior knowledge and 
task environment can have a significant effect on writing performance. In addition, there 
is preliminary evidence that suggests that children’s development in writing may vary by 
genre favoring the narrative over expository genres (e.g., Olinghouse & Wilson, 2011; 
and Camp, 1993). One way to mitigate the effects of pri r knowledge on topic and genre 
is through varying prompting conditions. The new Common Core writing assessment 
context requires students to write in response to txts read. To date, however, there are no 
studies that simultaneously examine the effects of genre and prompt condition in the 
elementary grades.  
This study examines the effect of two prompting conditions (supported and 
unsupported) on students’ writing performance in multiple genres (narrative, persuasive 
and informational report) in order to assess the pot ntial impact of the read aloud 
accommodation on these new types of writing assessmnts along with the effect of genre 
 
simultaneously. Findings show that at the 3rd grade level, students write best in the 
informational report genre over the narrative and persuasive genre, and that the read 
aloud accommodation positively affects writing quality. At the 5th grade level, the read 
aloud accommodation does not have a significant effect on writing quality.  
Based on the findings above, there are a number of implications for current testing 
policy and instruction. First, features of the prompt condition such as providing a 
common text, and audience and genre cues resulted in higher style, organization, 
conventions and mechanic scores for the informationl report genre in the younger 
grades. This contradicts earlier findings that suggest at the elementary level, the narrative 
genre is more accessible. Accordingly, an effort should be made by test-makers and 
educators to provide students with these beneficial supports when designing tests and 
assignments particularly for expository genres. Second, given the observed benefit of the 
read aloud accommodation for students in the younger grades, test makers should 
consider designing tests that vary the degree of supports students are provided on the read 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Problem Statement 
Writing is a fundamental skill and an important part of school and post-secondary 
life. Failure to acquire competent writing skills has the potential to limit an individual’s 
opportunities for future success in both education and employment (Graham, 2006). 
Given the recognized importance of writing skill development, current testing outcome 
data is worrisome. 
According to the 2002 National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) 72% 
of students were performing below the proficient level in the 4th-grade. Furthermore, 
children with disabilities and English language learners performed on average 22% and 
18% below their general education peers, respectively. In essence, many students, 
particularly students with disabilities (LD), and who are English language learners (EL) 
still struggle to meet basic levels of writing competency and as such are at-risk for school 
failure.  
One way to improve students’ writing ability may be through assessment. Writing 
assessments provide teachers and stakeholders with valuable information on students’ 
strengths and weaknesses to help individualize instruction to meet student needs (Graham 
& Hebert, 2010). Writing assessments, however, can come in many forms. Standardized 
writing assessments are typically developed by district , states, and other constituent 
groups, and are used for a number of reasons (e.g.,to identify a student as having 
particularly weak writing skills, or for accountability purposes). It is possible to examine 
many of these standardized tests, and to then determin  what types of writing are 
currently valued by educators and policy makers. One recent movement of relevance 
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includes the Common Core Curriculum (www.corestandards.org), which has been 
adopted by 45 states and 3 United States territories. The Common Core Curriculum 
includes English language arts learning standards specifically targeted towards narrative, 
persuasive, and informational report writing.  
Twenty-two states and the District of Columbia will begin participating in the 
Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC; 
www.parcconline.org) to assess the Common Core curriculum. The PARCC consortium 
has reported that the grades 3-8 tests will include performance-based writing assessments 
that include both a research simulation task and one f cused on analyzing literature. 
These tasks will involve asking students to read multiple texts and write several pieces to 
“demonstrate the ability to read and comprehend a range of sufficiently complex texts 
independently, to write effectively when using and analyzing sources, and to build and 
present knowledge through integration, comparison, and synthesis of ideas.” 
(http://www.parcconline.org). Another assessment consortium is the Smarter Balanced 
(SBAC) group (http://www.smarterbalanced.org). Twenty-one states have agreed to 
participate in SBAC, which will have similar writing assessment formats to the PARCC.  
There are a number of advantages to the newest form of standardized assessment, 
proposed by PARCC and SBAC over previous models. Until recently, one of the most 
commonly used forms of standardized state and district wide writing tests were one-time 
assessments in a single genre once or twice over the course of a child’s entire primary 
and secondary education (Murphy, 2008). Within the elementary school context, the 
genres most commonly assessed include narrative, persuasive and informational reports 
(http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/writing/).  
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Prior assessment models have been criticized for three primary reasons. First, 
previous standardized writing assessments often relied on single samples of one form of 
writing (e.g., narrative or persuasive). Research has shown that one form of writing has 
not been found to be consistently representative of how a student might perform on all 
forms of writing (Olinghouse & Wilson, 2012; Hebert, Graham & Harris, 2011). Second, 
writing skills are not the same depending upon the genre (Hebert, Graham & Harris, 
2011; Olinghouse & Wilson, 2012; and Camp, 1993). In response to both sets of findings, 
researchers suggested that assessment in a single ge re may not be appropriate for the 
identification of students with writing difficulties (Hebert, et al., 2011, and Olinghouse & 
Wilson, 2012).  A third criticism is that the infrequency of these standardized 
assessments is likely to be insufficient in providing teachers and school systems enough 
information on student writing progress. As such, the PARCC and SBAC’s proposed 
assessments seem to offer a good alternative to the previous state and district wide 
assessments by: (a) assessing writing in multiple genres, (b) assessing writing in an 
applied context, and (c) assessing writing at multiple grade levels.   
Unfortunately, there may be problems even with the proposed PARCC and SBAC 
writing assessments. To illustrate, the new form of assessment requires students to read a 
topic, and then write a response to what they read. The problem with the new form of 
writing assessment is that it may conflate reading ability and prior knowledge with 
writing ability. In addition, there is research to suggest that an assessment’s task 
environment (e.g., prompting condition and demands), students’ prior knowledge, and the 
genre of the assessment all can have the potential to impact a student’s writing 
performance (e.g., Huot, 1999; Myhill, 2005; Olinghouse & Graham, 2009; and Scott & 
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Windsor, 2000). Less is known, however, on the relationship between how these 
components of writing assessment vary given individual student differences.  
On November 12, 2013 the PARCC consortium adopted th  PARCC 
Accessibility Features and accommodations manual for students with disabilities 
(including students with LD and students who are hard of hearing, blind or have other 
cognitive or physical disabilities), students who are EL, and students with 504 plans 
(http://www.parcconline.org/parcc-releases-accessibility-features-and-accommodations-
manual). The accommodations manual provides a description of three layers of supports 
offered to students. The first two supports are avail ble to all students and include 
embedded supports and accessibility features. These include accommodations such as 
directions read aloud and repeated, blank paper, highlighting tools, spell checker, writing 
tools (cut, paste, copy, underline) on the computer-based assessment format, and text-to-
speech read aloud of all content on the mathematics ssessment.  The third layer of 
support includes testing accommodations that must be determined specifically for 
students with disabilities, students who are EL, and students with 504s. For this layer of 
support, the PARCC accommodations manual (2013) specifies that the text-to-speech or 
the read aloud accommodation on the literacy assessment  including items, response 
options, and passages,  
“is intended to provide access to printed or written t xts in the PARCC ELA/Literacy 
assessments to a very small number of students with disabilities who would otherwise be  
unable to participate in the assessment because their disability severely limits or prevents 
them from decoding printed text.” (p. 27).  
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 The policy for the read aloud accommodation is even more stringent for the 
SBAC assessment. In a paper published on March 11, 2014
(http://www.smarterbalanced.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/Read-Aloud-
Guidelines.pdf), the SBAC “Guidelines for Read Aloud, Test Readers” state “test readers 
are allowable across all grades as a designated support for mathematics and ELA items as 
appropriate (not ELA reading passages). Test readers ar  allowable for ELA reading 
passages as a documented accommodation in grades 6 - 8, and 11.” (p. 1). The published 
SBAC policy for the read aloud accommodation has been made in spite of a “Literature 
Review of Testing Accommodations and Accessibility Tools for Students with 
Disabilities” published by Laitusis, Buzick, Stone, Hansen and Hakkinen (2012) that 
suggests that “none of the studies specifically evaluated the impact of audio presentation 
on other aspects of ELA such as writing prompts.” (p  27). In effect, the current testing 
accommodations policies for both the PARCC and SBAC writing assessments lack a 
research-base to determine whether or not the read alou  accommodation in the read and 
respond writing assessment context would have an effect on overall writing performance. 
In the absence of reading accommodations for this portion of the ELA assessment, there 
is the possibility that the SBAC and PARCC writing assessments may be conflating the 
assessment of the skill of reading with the skill of writing.  
Given the new developments in standardized writing assessments at the state and 
district level, further research on how students’ writing performance may be affected by 
their individual differences reading ability, as well as varying prompt conditions and 
genres of writing assessments are warranted.  
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Theoretical Framework. 
The theoretical framework that guides this study is the Cognitive Process Theory 
of Writing first forwarded by the seminal work of Hayes and Flower (1980), which was 
subsequently updated by Hayes (1996; 2006). It includes underlying elements of adult or 
mastered writing ability, and how cognitive demands in writing such as task environment, 
and memory affect children’s writing performance (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987, & 
McCutchen, 1996).  
Cognitive Process of Writing 
Hayes and Flower observed that writing is goal-directed and that it involves three 
major components: (a) task environment, (b) cognitive processes and (c) a writer’s long-
term memory. In this model of writing, task environment involves elements such as 
attributes of the writing assignment (e.g., topic, audience, and motivating cues) as well as 
the text produced thus far (Graham, 2006). The cognitive processes in this model refer to 
the acts of planning, composing, and revising. Finally,  writer’s long-term memory 
refers to the role that an author’s prior knowledge on the topic and audience influence the 
plan or approach the author takes when composing. Collectively, all of the components of 
the Hayes and Flower (1980) model yield an approach to writing that is demanding in a 
number of ways. First, it requires that a writer employ a number of mental operations to 
meet the goals of the task. Second, these mental operations occur in a complex iterative 
and non-linear fashion. As a result, the writer must deal with a number of cognitive 
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Figure 1. The cognitive process model of the composing process (Flower & Hayes, 1981)
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as they work to express their ideas. As such, experienced writers compose through a 
back-and-forth process of solving rhetorical and knowledge-related problems.  
The distinction between novice and experienced writers holds significance for 
writing assessment. It clearly indicates that a child’s prior knowledge on the writing topic 
and the writing genre can have an impact on their writing output. Given this finding, the 
topic and the writing task students are being asked to respond to should clearly be taken 
into consideration when generating assessments.  
The importance of writing task was further elaborated in Hayes’ (1996) later 
revised model of writing. In this model, Hayes places particular emphasis on the role that 
the task environment can have on a writer’s composition. Here factors such as audience, 
texts read while writing, and the writing medium (e.g., hand-written vs. word processor) 
play a greater role. Further, in Hayes’ new model, factors such as motivation and affect as 
well as the writer’s schema on genre and linguistics have a more explicit link to text 
production. Hayes (1996) was also among the first witing theorists to integrate working 
memory into the writing process model. He suggests that working memory is comprised 
of three properties for processing information: phonol gical memory, visual and spatial 
information, and semantic memory (cited in Graham, 2006). All of these serve to work as 
a tandem link between motivation and affect, long-term memory, and the overarching 
cognitive processes involved in composing.  
The role that working memory has on a child’s writing process has been further 
elaborated in a review by McCutchen (1996). McCutchen contends that information from 
the environment and from long-term memory are stored during processing in working 
memory. She suggests that due to overall resource limitations, a trade-off exists such that 
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as more resources are used for processing information, fewer resources are available for 
storing information. Given this view on working memory, the implications for the 
complex process of writing become clearer. McCutchen argues that in order to compose a 
text, writers must, “coordinate within working memory planning goals (e.g., plans for 
content, audience, overall tone) and product goals (e.g., requirements of grammaticality, 
plan, fulfillment) while language generation process s retrieve words to express content 
to organize those words into appropriate text” (McCutchen, 1996, p. 301). Given these 
demands, it follows that if processing or storage capacities are compromised, one’s 
overall writing performance will be negatively affect d.  
The interaction between working memory and the translating or transcription and 
text generation process particularly highlights the eff ct of working memory on 
children’s writing. McCutchen (2000) found that inefficient processes in fluent text 
production such as the coordination of fine-motor skills for handwriting, or spelling can 
hinder a child’s ability to compose, plan, and revis . Studies by Daiute (1984) and Fayol, 
Largy and Lemaire (1994) support this theory. In his study, Daiute was able to find 
negative correlations between short-term memory capa ity and the frequency of errors in 
children’s written texts. Fayol et al., found that by increasing working memory demands 
in a writing task, they could increase subject-verb agreement errors.  
Findings related to the relationship between working memory and transcription in 
young children support Bereiter and Scardamalia’s (1987) model of writing development. 
Children focus more energy on knowledge telling, and less energy on planning and 
revising when composing. Further, limits on prior knowledge with respect to the task 
environment (e.g., topic and genre) as well as working memory capacity, motivation and 
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affect all seem to have implications for students’ overall text production. Given these 
potential limitations on young children’s writing ability, it holds that any 
developmentally appropriate writing assessment should make an effort to minimize the 
effects of prior knowledge and working memory demands through task environments that 
support students’ ability to write. Writing assessments that consider the above factors will 
likely help to obtain the best representation of a child’s overall composing ability.  
Study Context and Rationale 
This quasi-experimental study examines the writing of 63, 3rd- and 5th-grade 
students at a public charter school (PK-6) in an urban school district in the Mid Atlantic. 
The participants in this study belong to a culturally diverse school of 350 students: 
typically 47% of the students are African American, 44% are Hispanic, 9% are 
Caucasian, and 1% are Asian American. Approximately 11% of the population receives 
special education services and 83.5% of students are eligible for free or reduced-price 
lunches. In addition, 45% of the students come from h es in which a language other 
than English is spoken (including Spanish, French, Amharic, Woolof, Arabic, Chinese, 
and Yoruba). Another contextual factor for this school is that all students, including 
monolingual/native English speakers, participate in ither French or Spanish language 
immersion for half their school week. In addition, all students participate in their English 
language arts classes in English, with written language comprising a large component of 
instruction. The sample in this study is approximately representative of the school 
population with a sample comprised of 65.1% general education students, 11.1% students 
with LD, 15.9% students who are EL, and 7.9% of the students are both students with LD 
and who are EL. In contrast to the general population at this school, the sample is 
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comprised of mostly African American students (66.7%), and some Hispanic (25.4%) 
and Caucasian students (7.9%) with no Asian students.  
Recent demographic information from within the past two years indicated that the 
majority of students from this school were from low-income families (84%). Information 
from the school district’s Assessment and Accountabili y Data reported that 90% of the 
students tested at the school were considered “economically disadvantaged.”  These 
figures are considerably higher than the entire school district (66%). 
Regardless of their socio-economic status, the school district’s standardized 
reading assessment revealed that during the 2010-201 academic year 58% of students at 
this charter school were identified as proficient readers, as compared to only 44% in the 
entire school district. Even more interesting was the difference in scores for African 
American students as 71% of students were identified as proficient readers compared to 
39% in the district.  This percentage is second only to a highly academic charter school 
where 77% of students were identified as proficient r aders.  In contrast, only 39 % of 
students identified as English Language learners (EL) were found to be proficient 
readers. Moreover, only 20% of students with disabilities at this school were identified as 
proficient readers.  
The purpose of this study is to address gaps in the extant literature on writing 
assessment. In particular, the goal of this study is to evaluate the relationship between 
task environment and prior knowledge on academically, culturally, and linguistically 
diverse elementary children’s performance across the three genres of writing they are 
most commonly asked to produce in schools (narrative, informational, and persuasive). 
Current research on how and why various groups of students compose differently across 
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these genres is limited due to inconsistent measurement and assessment procedures. In 
addition, there is limited research that simultaneously examines the interaction of prompt 
condition and students’ performance within and across genres across grade levels. 
Writing is a complex iterative process that requires the integration of multiple 
skills and cognitive abilities that develop in a non-linear fashion (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 
1986). As a result, writing can be a difficult academic area to assess. This study seeks to 
find ways to improve the construct and content validity of writing assessments through 
the exploration of diverse groups of students’ performance on two forms of prompting 
conditions: supported and unsupported. In both conditi s, I provided students with topic 
content, audience, and genre goals. This information was provided to students in an 
attempt to moderate potential prior knowledge effects of topic and genre, and to isolate 
the potential effect of prompt condition on students’ writing performance. In this study, 
prompt condition refers to whether or not students receive the read aloud accommodation 
for all texts and passages that are part of the writing prompt. In the supported condition, 
all students were provided a read aloud accommodation for all text in the prompt 
including reading passages and genre specific cues.In the unsupported condition, 
students were not provided the read aloud accommodation nd were only read the 
directions. My initial hypothesis was that children in the supported condition would write 
better quality essays. More specifically, I hypothesiz d that all children, and in particular, 
younger students and students who are developing reade s in the supported condition 
would write better quality essays than peers withou the read aloud accommodation. 
Ultimately, this research addresses the following research questions:  
1. What is the effect of genre on 3rd- and 5th-grade students’ overall writing 
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quality and sentence level skills? Is the effect of genre similar or different 
across grade levels? 
2. What is the effect of prompt condition (supported or unsupported) on 3rd- and 
5th-grade students’ overall writing quality and sentence level skills? Is the 
effect of prompt condition similar or different across grade levels? 
Dissertation Organization 
This dissertation is organized into five chapters. The current chapter includes the 
problem, theoretical framework, study context, rationale, and research questions that 
guide this study. In Chapter 2, I first present an overview of critical issues in writing 
assessment, which includes: (a) writing assessment asures, (b) writing assessment 
purposes, and (c) writing assessment forms. In this chapter I also introduce current 
research on students with LD and students who are EL, who are of particular interest 
given the population in the setting of my proposed tudy. This overview of critical issues 
in writing assessment will be used to situate the subsequent content and methodological 
review of empirical studies specific to elementary w iters within the broader scope of 
writing assessment research. More specifically, I will present research that examines the 
effects of prior knowledge, prompt condition, and genre for elementary writers. I will 
also identify gaps in the extant research that provides the justification for my study. In 
Chapter 3, I review my research design, as well as methods, analysis, and procedures. 
Chapter 3 also includes an elaboration of the study’s primary research questions as well 
as expected outcomes. In Chapter 4, I provide the results of my study including 
descriptive summaries and answers to each of my resea ch questions using, descriptive 
statistics, paired sample t-tests, and MANOVA procedur s. Finally, in Chapter 5 I discuss 
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the significance of my study, the limitations, as well as potential future directions for 
research.  
Significance of Study 
In a report from the Carnegie Corporation of New York, Graham, Harris, and 
Hebert (2011) suggest, “when teachers assess or monitor students’ writing progress, it has 
a positive and statistically significant impact on students’ overall writing performance” 
(p.19).  They suggest that there is a need for the dev lopment of new “formative and 
summative assessments that are reliable, valid, and fair, as well as methods for 
determining how such assessments can best enhance writing instruction and students’ 
writing development” (p. 31). In particular, they recommend that the field needs to 
develop a better understanding of how writing develops, and how writing assessments 
can minimize or eliminate factors that bias or invalidate such assessments.  
This study is significant for several reasons. First, the findings in this study may 
help researchers gain a better understanding of children’s writing development within and 
across genres. Second, this study seeks to minimize the ffects of task environment in 
writing assessments and consider the effect of the read aloud accommodation on writing 
assessments that require reading. The findings fromthis study help to identify factors that 
may be biasing or invalidating results particularly for younger students and students who 
are developing readers. By examining these factors, findings from this study may provide 
stakeholders with assessment tools and standards that more clearly reflect the extent to 
which students’ performance within and across genres may be a function of the 
assessment task, topic, or individual students’ developmental growth and ability.  
Ultimately, this study forwards the overarching agenda of improving writing assessments 
EFFECTS OF PROMPT, GENRE, AND GRADE 
 16
so that teachers can make informed decisions on how to deliver instruction that will 
positively impact struggling writers.   
Definition of Key Terms 
Cognitive processes: the acts of planning, composing, and revising (Hayes & Flower, 
1980; Hayes, 1996; 2006). 
Genre: different modes of discourse or rhetorical structure that have a distinctive style, 
form or content (Kamberlis, 1999) 
Informational report: “writing is subject oriented. The focus of this kind of writing is on 
presenting information about the subject, rather than on the writer” (Prater & 
Padia, 1983, p. 129).  
Knowledge-telling: a form of writing typically used by novice writers where the writer 
writes down everything they know about a topic with less concern for rhetorical 
and discourse goals (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987). 
Knowledge-transforming: a form of writing typically used by experienced or adult writers 
that involves goal setting and problem solving while writing for a particular 
purpose (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987).  
Long-term memory: the role that an author’s prior knowledge on the topic and audience 
influence the plan or approach the author takes when composing (Graham, 2006). 
Narrative or story: includes a setting (e.g., character, locale, time) and plot (e.g., 
initiating event, goal, direct consequence; Olinghouse & Santangelo, 2011).  
Persuasive: “writing is audience oriented. The writer takes a positi n and supports it in 
an effort to convince an audience” (Prater & Padia, 1983, p. 129). 
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Prior knowledge: the whole of a person’s actual knowledge that: (a) is vailable before a 
certain learning task, (b) is structured in schemata, (c) is declarative and 
procedural, (d) is partly explicit and partly tacit, (e) and is dynamic in nature and 
stored in the knowledge base” (Dochy, 1994, p. 4699). 
Prompt condition: involves the discourse mode, rhetorical specification, wording and 
structure, and cues given to the writer on the writing assessment (Huot, 1999). 
Task-environment: involves elements such as attributes of the writing assignment (e.g., 
topic, audience, and motivating cues) as well as the text produced thus far 
(Graham, 2006).  
T-unit: a dominant clause and its dependent clauses or one main clause with all 
subordinate clauses attached to it (Hunt, 1965, p. 20). 
Working-memory: primarily comprised of text generation (content selection, lexical 
retrieval, and syntactic processes) and transcription ( he cognitive and physical 
acts of forming written representations of text (McCutchen, 2000).  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW  
The following chapter is divided into two principal sections. The first section 
presents a broad conceptualization of the literature by discussing content that is relevant 
to the overarching purpose of this study, which is to explore critical factors related to 
writing assessment for elementary students. This section includes a broad base of 
material (such as literature reviews, position papers, as well as empirical studies) on 
current issues in writing assessment such as writing assessment measures, purposes, and 
forms.  
In the second section, I begin by presenting the methods and search criteria I used 
to select the empirical studies that will serve as the basis for my own future research. 
Towards that end, I present a content and methodological review of empirical studies that 
examine the effect of prior knowledge, prompting conditions, and genre on elementary 
children’s writing. I then provide conclusions, both by identifying limitations to the 
extant research and by summarizing what researchers know about the effects of prior 
knowledge, prompting conditions, and genre for elemntary writers. Finally, I outline the 
rationale for my proposed study. 
Overview of Critical Issues in Writing Assessment 
Quellmallz et al. (1982) noted that the challenge in designing writing assessments 
arises from the requirement that assessments possess con truct, content and ecological 
validity. Moreover, the researchers note that in order for tests to be valid, they not only 
need to be concerned with the form and content of the assessment, but also how these 
assessments are used as the basis for evaluating students’ performance.  Quellmallz et al. 
present some of the unique challenges to researching t e topic of writing assessment. 
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Writing, as a construct, is a complex and multifaceted skill that includes the interaction of 
factors such as the learner’s characteristics, and the writing task. Writing assessment not 
only needs to consider the role of the learner and the writing task, but also the methods 
and procedures for evaluating learners and the potential implications of the results. Given 
the comprehensive nature of writing assessment as a opic and the limits of what can be 
accomplished in a single study, it was important to first review writing assessment 
broadly to identify sub-topics that will serve as the primary foci for my future research.  
Accordingly, the purpose of this overview on critical issues in writing assessment 
is two-fold. First, given the new SBAC and PARCC assessment context, it was important 
to situate the current study within the broader framework of issues related to writing 
assessment. This helped to identify factors with the greatest priority within an elementary 
school context. Second, a preliminary search of the li erature using key phrases such as 
writing assessment, writing tests, writing measures, writing assessment validity, writing 
assessment purposes, prior knowledge, background knowledge, and task environment, 
resulted in literature that was primarily focused on secondary and post-secondary writers. 
While research at the secondary and post-secondary level does not directly apply to the 
context and rationale for the current study, this work provides valuable information on 
critical issues in writing assessment that informs thi work.  
Several literature reviews, position papers, published books, and articles that 
related to writing assessment were found as a result of this search. This body of work fell 
into three primary categories: (a) writing assessment measures, (b) writing assessment 
purposes, and (c) writing assessment forms. In eachof these sections, seminal literature 
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reviews and position papers became the foundation for subsequent ancestral searches of 
articles relevant to these topics.  
For example, in the section on writing assessment measures, Olinghouse and 
Santangelo (2010) and Huot’s (1999) literature reviews on writing assessment serve as 
the starting points for subsequent searches for articles related to measures such as 
Curriculum Based Measurement, and holistic, analytic, and primary trait rubrics. In the 
section on writing assessment purposes, Olinghouse and Santangelo’s review and 
Gebhard and Harman’s (2011) position paper on writing assessment and English 
language learners were especially informative. In this section, I identify how writing 
assessments are used in the standardized test context to identify at-risk learners.  In 
addition, I present a broad overview of important factors to consider when examining the 
writing of these populations of students, which is relevant when analyzing and 
interpreting writing assessment results. Finally, in the section on writing assessment 
forms, I use Huot (1990) and Dochy, Segers, and Buehl ‘s (1999) literature reviews as 
well as a position paper by Myhill (2005) as the basis for ancestral searches on topics 
related to the form and structure of writing assessments, and their potential interaction 
with a learner’s prior knowledge.   
After each subsection in this first portion of Chapter 2, I present implications for 
the current study. Finally, I close with a summary of findings that serve as the basis for 
narrowing the goals of my empirical review to studies and topics specifically related to 
elementary writers. This empirical review will be presented in the second half of Chapter 
2.  
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Writing assessment measures  
Writing involves the integration of multiple skills and sub-skills in order for 
children to generate a coherent and well-executed pro uct. These skills and sub-skills 
include: (a) letter and word-level features like handwriting, spelling, and vocabulary; (b) 
sentence level features like punctuation, capitalization, and grammar or syntactical 
structure, and (c) text level features such as organization using paragraphs, structures 
specific to different genres of writing (e.g., descriptive, sequence), and coherence through 
the use of main ideas, details, and transitions (Olinghouse and Santangelo, 2010).  Given 
the complex nature of writing, the assessment of writing requires an evaluation of 
multiple aspects of writing. Nevertheless, reliable and valid measures of growth and 
development in writing ability are often difficult to quantify. In the following sections I 
present four forms of writing measures that are frequently used to assess the writing of 
children in schools. These measures include Curriculum Based Measurements (CBM), 
and rubric-based measurements (e.g., holistic, analytic, and primary trait assessments). 
These measures are examined for both strengths and weaknesses, and will provide 
background on how the measures for the proposed study were developed.  
CBM.  One approach to writing assessment that has been successful is Curriculum 
Based Measurements  Curriculum Based Measurements (CBM) involves the repeated 
sampling of student performance in the curriculum. Deno (1985) stated that CBM 
decreases “the separation between measurement and instruction—to make data on student 
achievement more integral to daily teacher decision making” (p. 221).  
When CBM was first researched and developed, four design characteristics were 
specified. Measures should be: (a) reliable and vali  to ensure that the results would be 
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accepted as evidence of student achievement and the basis for making instructional 
decisions; (b) simple and efficient for teachers to frequently monitor student 
achievement; (c) easily understood so that results could be clearly communicated to 
parents, teachers, and students; and (d) inexpensive since multiple forms were to be 
required for repeated measurement (Deno, 1985).  
Deno (2003) later clarified the characteristics of curriculum-based assessments 
relative to other standardized test measures. More specifically, in CBM (a) the curriculum 
materials used for instruction are the test stimuli; (b) emphasis is placed on direct 
observation and recording of student performance in r sponse to selected curriculum 
materials; (c) interobserver agreement is used to establish reliability of data collected; and 
(d) social validity is the basis for justifying the use of information gathered. In effect, 
curriculum materials, daily instruction, and assessment of performance are inextricably 
linked.  
To date, there is a large body of research that has established reliable and valid 
measurements of students’ technical writing ability using CBM (see, e.g., Benson & 
Campbell, 2009; Espin et al., 2004; Jewell & Malecki, 2005; McMaster & Campbell, 
2008; McMaster & Espin, 2007; Powell-Smith & Shinn, 2004, Weissenburger & Espin, 
2005).  Here, technical writing ability refers to the letter, word, and sentence level 
features of writing described earlier in this section.  
For example, Parker, Tindal, and Hasbrouch (1991a, 1991b; Tindal & Parker, 
1989) demonstrated the effective use of CBM in their analysis of students’ writing 
samples using total words written (TWW), words spelled correctly (WSC), correct word 
sequence (CWS), and words written legibly. All CBM measures were able to show 
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growth from fall to spring across grade levels; however, differences were smaller and less 
stable for older students (Espin et al., 2004). Subsequent studies such as Espin, De La 
Paz, Scierka, and Roelofs (2005) examined the relationship between curriculum-based 
measures (in this case CWS and correct minus incorre t word sequences or CWIS) 
relative to criterion measures such as the number of functional elements in and quality 
ratings of student essays. Results from this study revealed a strong relationship between 
curriculum-based and criterion measures. McMaster and Espin (2007) demonstrated that 
CWS and CWIS were reliable and valid measures of growth in narrative prompts in 
Grade 7 from fall to spring. On expository tests, CWIS was found to be a reliable and 
valid measure of growth for 7th-graders.  
McMaster and Espin (2007) noted one significant limitation in their study as well 
as in previous studies that applied CBM to written expression. While CBM measures of 
written expression such as CWS, CWIS, TWW, and WSC have been established as 
reliable and valid measures of growth in letter, word, and sentence level features, they are 
not likely to capture all of the critical dimensions of writing.  Towards that end, other 
measures of writing quality and text level features are necessary in order to evaluate the 
full construct of writing.   
Rubric Measures. There are three primary approaches for assessing quality of 
writing using rubrics: holistic, analytic, and primary trait. Holistic rubrics are used as a 
measure of overall writing quality. Scoring can be norm-referenced (compared to a 
group) or criterion referenced (compared to a pre-secified set of criteria) and are 
frequently used in large-scale writing assessments such as the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP). For example, in the NAEP writing assessment, each rubric 
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includes a 6-point scale (1=low, 6=high) related to overall text structure, idea 
development, sentence structure, and mechanics quality (see 
http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/). According to Olinghouse and Santangelo (2010), 
while holistic measures are considered economical and quick, they do not work as well 
for progress monitoring purposes. They suggest that the 1-6 point scales usually 
represents a significant jump from one point to the next and as such, incremental growth 
is more difficult to measure. In addition, while holistic measures are useful tools for 
identifying a child’s overall writing ability, Olinghouse and Santangelo contend that they 
are less useful in identifying specific areas for intervention as individual writing 
processes are not isolated from each other.  Holistic measures are also commonly used in 
writing research because it is possible to capture a large range in writing performance 
within a target population (e.g., third graders).  
In contrast, analytic rubrics allow educators to evaluate specific areas of writing 
separately (e.g., conventions, organization, word choice). The advantages of analytic 
rubrics are that unlike holistic rubrics, individual areas for intervention can be isolated. 
The disadvantage for such rubrics is that they often take longer to score taking 
approximately 1 to 2 minutes to score each trait versus 1 to 2 minutes per paper for 
holistic scoring (Spandel & Stiggins, 1980). Additionally, research has shown that 
holistic scores correlate reasonably well with analytic scores (Freedman, 1984).  
Primary trait rubrics, like analytic rubrics involve the evaluation of specific areas 
of writing separately. Where primary trait rubrics differ from analytic rubrics are in the 
specification of the traits under review. The basis behind primary trait assessments is that 
the genre or specific discourse goals create the criteria for writing quality (Lloyd-Jones, 
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1977).  Like analytic rubrics, however, cost and time is a consideration. According to 
Spandel and Stiggins (1980), primary trait rubrics also require approximately 1 to 2 
minutes per trait. In addition, Veal and Hudson (1983) noted that primary trait rubrics 
often have lower correlations with other measures of writing quality. The combination of 
lower correlations and higher cost and time considerations can make this form of writing 
rubric less preferable to holistic and analytic rubrics.  
Important considerations when evaluating the use of rubric-based measures of 
writing quality are the factors that influence how these measures are found to be valid 
and reliable. One way to establish the reliability and validity of rubric measures is 
through establishing adequate interrater reliability. Interrater reliability refers to the 
extent that two raters can establish agreement on a score. In a literature review by Huot 
(1990), he notes that research on interrater reliability suggests that at times, the goal of 
establishing interrater reliability may work against a raters’ natural response to a 
students’ writing (Barritt, Stock, & Clark,1986), and that conflicting responses might be 
treated as inaccurate in an effort to reach agreement (Stock & Robinson, 1987). In 
addition, Huot found that raters who were charged with using rubric measures were 
“more sensitive to content and organization than to sentence structure and mechanics” (p. 
256). The above findings related to the role that interrater reliability and rater judgments 
have on evaluations of writing quality indicate theneed to carefully train raters to attend 
carefully to benchmarks and guidelines for accurate use in scoring student writing.  
Implications for the study. Based on the broad overview of literature related to 
writing assessment measures, there are specific implications for the current study. First, it 
is clear that while rubric measures are valuable tools in evaluating overall writing quality, 
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these measures have certain limitations. For example, primary trait rubrics are useful 
tools for evaluating specific discourse criteria, however, the additional time it takes to use 
these types of measures coupled with their low level of correlation with other assessment 
procedures may not be as useful for the purposes of the current study. Holistic measures 
can be used to compare students’ overall writing quality to their peers, however, the 
published SBAC and PARCC rubrics all fall into the category of analytic measures. The 
benefits of analytic measures are that they can serve to isolate specific writing skills for 
the purposes of determining potential areas for intervention. Special concern for the 
effect that rater judgment may have on writing scores, particularly with respect to a 
potential preferential bias towards content and organization above and beyond sentence 
structure and mechanics are considered. Additionally, both the PARCC and the SBAC 
writing rubrics use analytic measures that include categories for organization, use of 
evidence from texts, and conventions on 4-point scale . On the PARCC assessment, an 
additional category dedicated to the raters’ assessm nt of a student’s demonstration of 
reading comprehension through students' essay is included as well. Accordingly, for the 
purposes of this study, an analytic rubric measure was selected over a holistic measure to 
ensure alignment with the writing assessment context. 
Finally, the use of curriculum-based measures such as correct-word sequence or 
total words written may be useful in ensuring that t ese word and sentence-level features 
of writing are captured in the evaluation process as well. Given the overlapping nature of 
many CBM measures, an effort should be made to ensur  that measures are independent. 
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Writing Assessment Purposes 
Olinghouse and Santangelo (2010) suggest that therear  four primary purposes 
for assessing students’ writing. These include assessing: (a) to identify children who are 
at-risk for school failure, (b) to inform instructional planning and modification, (c) to 
monitor students’ progress, and (d) to identify students for eligibility for special 
education services. Since the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act (ESEA) and the implementation of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) in 2001, a fifth 
possible purpose of assessment has been to determine the allocation of federal funding to 
schools.  
Given the high-stakes nature of state and district-w de standardized assessments, 
stakeholders (i.e. policy makers, schools, parents, a d teachers) need assessments that 
accurately reflect and measure how children’s writing develops. The need for accuracy 
and equity is particularly true for students with LD and students who are EL. For students 
with LD, one concern is that children may be incorrectly determined eligible or ineligible 
for special education services based on these typesof assessments. For students who are 
EL, Gebhard and Harman (2011) argue that children who are identified as struggling 
English language learners are often relegated to EL classrooms where they are exposed to 
“truncated, inauthentic reading material and little practice composing extended texts 
beyond the word or sentence level” (p. 46).  Darling-Hammond (2006) further contends 
that the consequences for students who are EL and their teachers in the NCLB context is 
that it may incentivize schools to allow or even encourage their struggling students to 
leave. 
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   According to the 2002 National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) 
students with LD and students who are EL from the school district in this study’s setting 
had only 7% and 1% of students performing at the proficient level in writing respectively. 
In essence, most students with LD and students who are EL still struggle to meet basic 
levels of writing competency in the targeted school district. In addition, nearly 23.8% of 
the population in the current study includes students who are EL and 11.1% of the 
population includes students with disabilities. Given the above concerns regarding the 
potential marginalization of at-risk students with LD and students who are EL, a 
concerted effort to ensure fair and equitable practices in writing assessment are 
warranted.   
The broader purpose of this study is to evaluate the effect that genre and prompt 
condition may have on elementary aged students including culturally, linguistically, and 
academically diverse students. Given the context and r tionale for this study, it is 
important to specifically review what researchers know about the writing development 
and abilities of students with LD and students who are EL in order to be able to 
effectively collect and analyze assessment data for these specific populations.  The 
following brief overview will examine the effects of disability and the effects of English 
language learner characteristics on students’ performance in writing. This information 
will provide context for the broader goals of the current study, which will be presented in 
further detail in the next section of this chapter.  
Students with learning disabilities. Writing can be especially difficult for 
children with learning disabilities. Limits on comprehension, working memory, 
phonological awareness, spelling, transcription skills and overall executive control are 
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often times amplified in a child with a LD. Compared to peers without disabilities, 
children with disabilities often produce texts that are shorter, poorly organized, are often 
incomplete, and are generally weaker in quality (Troia, 2006). Studies have also shown 
that the writing of students with disabilities often contain more mechanical and 
grammatical errors (Graham, 1990; Graham, Harris, MacArthur & Schwartz, 1991; 
Graham, Harris & Fink, 2000). Researchers suggest that these problems may be 
attributed to difficulties in some of the underlying aspects of the writing process and 
children’s writing development (Englert, Rapahel, Fear, & Anderson, 1988; Graham, 
1997; and De La Paz, Swanson, & Graham; 1998). This is particularly true for aspects of 
writing such as planning, content generation, revising, and general text transcription.  
Houck and Billingsley (1989) found that students with LD demonstrated a 
number of areas of weakness relative to normally achieving peers. They wrote fewer 
words and sentences, produced fewer words with seven l tt rs or more, wrote more 
sentence fragments, and had a higher percentage of capitalization and spelling errors.  
One interesting finding they noted was that children with disabilities produced more 
words per sentence. While at first glance this seems counter-intuitive, Houck and 
Billingsley suspect that this finding might be due to the likelihood that students with LD 
wrote more run-on sentences. They also found that there were no overall group 
differences between normally achieving students and stu ents with LD in the number of 
t-units and mean morphemes per t-unit. This finding is aligned with findings from other 
studies that have suggested that t-units were not an effective measure of overall writing 
development (Stewart & Grobe, 1979, Nelson, 2011).  
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One explanation for the finding that children with disabilities often struggle with 
written production could be related to deficits in letter and word level aspects of writing 
such as handwriting accuracy, legibility and spelling (Graham & Weintraub, 1996). 
Students with challenges in these areas of transcription may avoid writing words they 
don’t know how to spell, or write less than they might be able to express orally in order 
to shorten the writing process (Olinghouse & Santangelo, 2010). De La Paz and Graham 
(1995) and McCutchen (1996) also suggest that having to attend to conventions such as 
spelling can cause novice writers to forget their ideas or plans for writing. As such, 
students may only choose to include words they know h  to spell. This can often result 
in writing with less diverse vocabulary and vocabulary that is below the writer’s grade 
level (Olinghouse & Santangelo, 2010). Poor spelling in particular can cause a reader to 
perceive a students’ writing to be poor quality regardless of its content (Chase, 1986).  
Students with LD often have more grammatical errors such as incorrect use of 
verb tenses and articles at the sentence level (Scott & Windsor, 2000). Olinghouse and 
Santangelo (2010) suggest that limited prior knowledge regarding sentence conventions 
(e.g., correct word order and subject-verb agreement) ca  hinder the ability to write 
complex sentences. Perhaps as a result of many of these difficulties, struggling writers’ 
compositions may primarily contain simple or repetitive sentence structures (Olinghouse 
& Santangelo, 2010).  
Planning and organizing lengthier more complex texts is another common 
challenge for novices, and in particular, for students with LD. According to Hayes and 
his colleagues (Hayes & Flower, 1987; Hayes, 2006), planning involves: (a) formulating, 
prioritizing, and modifying goals and subgoals to address task and genre demands, and 
EFFECTS OF PROMPT, GENRE, AND GRADE 
 31
perceived audience needs, (b) generating ideas, and (c) selecting and organizing content 
for meeting established goals. Moreover, novice writers and students with LD often start 
to write immediately after an assignment has been given, and generate text in an 
associative manner (Donovan, 2001). As they write, young and struggling writers often 
overlook considerations for text organization, rhetorical structures, genre and audience, 
as novices place a primary focus on the demands of the transcription process (Bereiter & 
Scardamlia, 1987; Graham, 1990; McCutchen, 1988). Olinghouse and Santangelo (2010) 
suggest that novice and struggling writers frequently produce texts in the form of one 
long paragraph for every composition. Alternatively, they may write multiple paragraphs 
that lack coherence and organization and jump from topic to topic. In addition, 
Olinghouse and Santangelo suggest that struggling writers may not be able to change the 
structure of their writing depending on the expected text genre.  
Implications for the current study. In essence, there are a number of barriers that 
can impede a student with LD’s ability to write effectively. Challenges with the writing 
process including planning and text transcription all appear to be more difficult and they 
may be particularly vulnerable to these obstacles due to limitations in some of the 
underlying cognitive processes that are necessary for effective writing.  
It seems reasonable to believe that information about c gnitive processing writing 
theories and information about how novice and strugglin  writers should be used to 
inform the design and interpretation of writing assessments. More specifically, it would 
be helpful if writing assessments were designed to reveal the absence or presence of 
surface level (e.g., transcription) difficulties or higher level (e.g., planning) problems in 
students, particularly at the elementary school level.  This may, in turn, allow for the 
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identification of struggling writers for the purposes of intervention. Nevertheless, while 
identifying struggling writers is an important goal of assessment, assessments can also be 
used to find students eligible or ineligible for special education services. As such, a 
concerted effort should be made to create valid assessments that eliminate all factors that 
may be potentially biasing the assessments against students who may simply struggle 
with transcription or in level of prior knowledge. The elimination of potential bias will 
ensure that the assessment is an authentic representation of a student’s overall writing 
ability, and not simply their performance on handwriting or their performance in a 
specific context that would not generalize given another topic or task environment.  
Students who are English language learners. The intersection of writing and 
second language literacy presents a unique challenge to students who are EL (Strickland 
& Alvermann, 2004). As identified by the work of Sapir (1921), language is a cultural 
construct or artifact. As such, students’ cultural b ckground is likely to have a significant 
effect on the use of language both in oral and written formats. Second, students’ ability to 
engage in more complex language structures and formats is related to social background 
and language proficiency (Loban, 1976). This is in line with Scarcella’s (2003) findings 
that suggest that while in recent years teachers have improved their ability to teach skill-
based literacy components to students who are EL, many students’ literacy problems 
revolve more around a failure to acquire knowledge of academic English rather than their 
ability to perform discrete literacy skills such as spelling and simple sentence writing. 
She contends that as students move into the upper grades, increased attention on the 
distinctions between conversational and academic English must be made to provide 
students better access to the curriculum. Given these findings, it is no surprise that 
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language background has the potential to significantly affect students’ performance in 
writing.  
According to Hooper and Enright (2011) much of the research on the writing of 
students who are EL has focused on either the emergent literacy or the transition of these 
students from high school to higher education. Nevertheless, research on students who 
are EL is sparse and very little is known about how their writing develops, particularly at 
the elementary level. What is known from the research; however, is that students who are 
EL are vulnerable to school failure relative to their native-English speaking peers 
(Strickland & Alvermann, 2004). 
Crosson, Matsumura, Correnti, and Arlotta-Guerrero (2012) suggest that much of 
the difficulty that students who are EL have with English-language writing tasks is due to 
“lack of familiarity with the lexical, grammatical, and discursive features that are 
associated with academic language” (p. 470).  One und rlying premise that exists in 
learning English as a second language is that first language (L1) competencies transfer to 
similarly cognitively demanding tasks in the second language (L2; Cummins, 1979). 
Furthermore, scholars (e.g., Colombi & Schleppegrell, 2002; Scarcell, 2002; 
Schleppergrell, 2004) and practitioners alike (c.f., Teachers of English to Speakers of 
Other Languages [TESOL] 2009) have asserted that competency in L1 has the potential 
to contribute to the development of competency in L2. 
Crosson et al. (2012) explored this phenomenon in their study of 4th and 5th-grade 
writers in Spanish-English bilingual classrooms in the Southwest. Over the course of a 
two-year period, the researchers collected 224 writing samples or 4 samples for each 
writing task assigned from 12 different schools. They found that the quality of the writing 
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tasks assigned to students who are EL was generally of low cognitive demand involving 
tasks such as surface-level summaries or recalling fragmented information from reading 
assignments. They concluded that students were rarely asked to use features of academic 
language when writing in English or their native language. This was in-line with the 
findings of Colombi and Roca (2003) who found that school systems rarely give students 
the opportunity to develop advanced levels in their native language, which would 
theoretically support their ability to write more effectively in the language demanded by 
their school.  
Crosson et al. (2012) also found that the cognitive demand of tasks was a 
significant predictor of students’ use of features such as academic vocabulary, embedded 
clauses, temporal and causal connectives, and use of a variety of connectives. In 
particular, Crosson et al. found that low-cognitive demand tasks yielded writing samples 
with little to no evidence of the lexical and grammatical features of academic vocabulary. 
Instead, these types of writing tasks produced written products that contained basic and 
nonspecific word choice, and incomplete sentences. In addition, they found that cognitive 
demand of the task also predicted the overall quality of students’ writing.  
In a qualitative study of grade 3-5 students who are EL’s writing, Brisk (2012) 
examined the relationship between students’ understanding of first, second and third 
person grammatical markers and their ability to write in multiple genres.  She found that 
students made successful attempts to write in multiple genres, but there use of incorrect 
grammatical person in certain genre contexts indicated  lack of understanding of 
academic English. For example, Brisk found that it was common for students who are EL 
to use the pronoun we in all the genres where American academic writing expects the 
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first person singular (e.g., narrative writing) forthe narrator of the text.  In addition, she 
noted that many students who are EL have only an emerging understanding of a 
connection to a particular audience for a particular genre. For example, in academic 
writing, frequently students are expected to write in the third person to establish distance 
from the audience and place emphasis on the topic. Brisk noted that many students who 
are EL inappropriately use I and you in more formal expository texts due to their 
misunderstanding of genre and audience.   
While these findings are significant, Brisk (2012) and Crosson et al.’s (2012) 
studies represent two of the few studies that specifically examine the development of 
writers who are EL at the elementary level.  At the middle-school level, students who are 
EL have been shown to struggle with grammatical featur s of writing such as the 
appropriate use of past tenses, prepositions, and second-person pronouns (Reynolds, 
2005). In addition, in another study of middle school writers, students who are EL were 
found to write shorter texts when writing in their second language (Stevenson, Schoonen, 
& de Glopper, 2006).  These findings at the middle school level broadly support the work 
of Crosson et al. in that they reinforce the notion hat learning a new language has a 
significant effect on students’ writing performance in the target/transfer language.  
Implications for current study. There are multiple implications for writing 
assessment given this literature on the effects of second language development on 
writing. First, it is clear that if a student has limited knowledge and understanding of the 
cultural expectations of academic language, the quality of their writing may be negatively 
affected. This limited understanding of academic English suggests that measures that 
examine factors such as syntax, vocabulary, and worusage would be useful to isolate 
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potential areas for instruction. Second, Crosson et al. (2012) suggest that the cognitive 
demands of the writing task (high vs. low) can play a significant role in students’ writing 
performance both in overall writing output and in their use of appropriate grammatical 
structures. It holds then that an effort should be made to present tasks that are sufficiently 
cognitively demanding, but that do not overwhelm the writer who is learning a second 
language with topics and tasks that are unfamiliar.  
A final consideration with respect to writing assessment and instruction for 
students who are EL comes from Hyland (2003). He suggests that in order for students to 
gain a better understanding of how to write effectively in their second language, they 
require not only direct instruction in features of writing such as grammar, spelling, and 
composition, they also benefit from direct instruction in genres that are constructed 
directly from the social context. Therefore, in essence, by focusing assessment on the 
writing development of students across genres, a culturally contextualized view of 
writing may be forwarded that would significantly benefit students who are EL.  
Writing Assessment Forms 
Another important aspect of writing assessment is the manner by which one can 
solicit students’ writing. There have been a number of different studies, literature 
reviews, and position papers that have suggested that variability in the way that writing is 
solicited from students can have a significant impact on their writing output and in turn 
the evaluation of their abilities. In particular, research has suggested that factors of 
writing prompt such as the task and topic may have an impact the types of scores given 
by raters (Hoetker, 1982).  
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In Huot’s (1990) literature review on concerns and prevailing trends on direct 
writing assessments, he highlights many of the issue  that researchers and educators have 
determined are still important in writing assessment today.  His primary foci include the 
following components of the writing prompt condition: genre mode, rhetorical 
specification (e.g.. audience), and the wording and structure of the writing prompt itself. 
Huot reviews a number of studies that are of interest in relationship to the above topics, 
which are synthesized in the following sections.  
Another area of concern with respect to the form of writing assessments is the 
relationship between the topic of the prompt and the writers’ prior knowledge.  To 
explore the relationship between writing prompt topics and prior knowledge I present a 
literature review by Dochy, Segers, and Buehl (1999) and a position paper by Myhill 
(2005).  
Prompt conditions. Within the broader theoretical framework of Cognitive 
Process Theory (Hayes, 1996; 2000), elements of the writt n assignment including both 
content and discourse goals can have a significant mpact on children’s writing 
performance. Elements of the prompting condition that may influence content and 
discourse goals can include the genre mode, rhetorical specifications, and the wording 
and structure of the prompt itself.  
Genre mode. Huot (1990) reviewed five studies that specifically examined the 
role of genre or discourse mode on the writing performance of secondary and post-
secondary writers. Of the five studies he reviewed, three of the studies found syntactical 
differences (Crowhurst, 1980; Nold & Freedman, 1977; and Rosen, 1969) between 
EFFECTS OF PROMPT, GENRE, AND GRADE 
 38
students’ writing in various genres, and one study found differences in number of T-units 
and overall length (Rosen, 1969).  
In Quellmalz, Capel, and Chou’s (1982) study of 11th and 12th-grade students, the 
researchers examined the effects of genre on raters’ perceptions of writing quality. 
Students were asked to write a narrative and expository response and were evaluated 
using five different criteria: general impression, focus, organization, support, and 
mechanics. Quellmalz et al., found that the levels of performance varied based on the 
different genre modes. As a result, they warned that educators should be hesitant to judge 
a student’s writing ability based on one writing sample in a single genre or form.  
Rhetorical specification. According to Huot (1990), rhetorical specification effect 
refers to the relationship between a specified audience or writing purpose in a writing 
prompt and the quality of scores given by raters. In his literature review on rhetorical 
specification, Huot identifies six studies that explore this topic (Brossell, 1983; Hult, 
1987, Leu, Keech, Murphy & Kinzer, 1982; McAndrew, 1982; Puma, 1986; and Redd-
Boyd & Slater, 1989). It is important to note that all studies focused on secondary and 
post-secondary students.  
For example, Brosell (1983) found that when comparing three levels of rhetorical 
specification (low, moderate, and high), highly-specifi d writing prompts with elaborated 
audience and writing purpose goals yielded lower mean scores on writing quality and 
shortest mean length of essays relative to the low and medium specificity prompts.  In 
contrast, Brosell found that moderately specified writing prompts yielded the highest 
mean quality scores and longest mean length when compared to the low and highly 
specified prompting conditions. He theorized that it may be possible that within a timed 
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testing situation, writing prompts that were highly specified may have been too 
demanding, but that some specificity on the writing purpose and audience may be 
beneficial for writers.  
Puma (1986), explored the effect of audience specification differently. In his 
study, Puma examined the effect of audience intimacy or a writer’s sense of distance 
from the audience (peer vs. superior), on their subsequent writing quality. A finding of 
note in this study was that Puma found an inverse relationship between a writer’s sense of 
intimacy to their writing quality. More specifically, Puma found that the closer a writer 
felt to their audience (i.e. a peer rather than a superior) the more likely their writing 
would resemble spoken discourse, which yielded poorer quality essays.  
Findings from these six studies were mixed. Of the studies Huot reviewed, four of 
the studies did not find significant differences in the quality ratings of essays based on 
varying levels of rhetorical specification (Hult, 1987; Leu et al., 1982; McAndrew, 1982; 
and Redd-Boyd & Slater, 1989). For the two studies with findings indicating differences 
in quality ratings relative to rhetorical specifications, the results were difficult to 
interpret. 
Wording and structure of prompt.  Another area that Huot (1990) explored in his 
literature review was studies that examined the effct of the wording and structure of the 
prompt on students’ writing quality. Based on his review, Huot concluded that while 
structure, wording, and the presentation of writing prompts can at times have an effect on 
students’ writing, the nature of this effect was still unclear. He cites four studies that 
support this conclusion.  It is important to note, however, that none of these studies 
examined the writing of elementary aged students.  
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Three of the studies found no statistically significant differences in writing quality 
ratings based on variations in the wording and structu e of the prompt (Brosell & Ash, 
1984; Greenberg, 1981; and Hoetker & Brosell, 1989). Variations in the wording and 
structure of the prompt included combinations such as (a) personal questions and 
commands versus neutral questions and commands (Broell & Ash, 1984); (b) varying 
levels of writing demand based on the level of structure requirements (low vs. high) in 
the writing prompt and the level of personal experience (low vs. high) required to 
respond to the prompt (Greenber, 1981); and (c) personal vs. impersonal prompts paired 
with a brief or extensive wording of the prompt relat d to paragraph length, voice, 
purpose, and audience (Hoetker & Brosell, 1989).  
One study that did report differences in the effect of varying wording and 
structures of prompts was Smith et al.’s (1985) work. To examine the effects of wording 
and structure of prompts, these researchers presented students with three different 
prompting conditions: (a) writing a response to an open ended prompt, (b) reading and 
writing a response to one text, and (c) reading and writing a response to three texts. 
Another variable of interest in this study was the level of the writers’ ability (basic=low, 
general=average, and advanced). When examining the stud nts’ writing quality under all 
three conditions, the advanced writers consistently outperformed the general and basic 
writers particularly with respect to the open-ended structure condition. It was interesting 
to note, however, that in the one-text response topic condition, general and basic students 
were closer in their writing quality performance and advanced writers were only slightly 
superior to basic writers. Furthermore, in the multiple-test response structure, general and 
advanced writers performed significantly better than b sic writers. Smith et al concluded 
EFFECTS OF PROMPT, GENRE, AND GRADE 
 41
that the wording and structures of prompts may have diff rential effects for varying 
levels of writing ability.  
Implications for current study. Huot’s (1990) literature review highlights many 
key issues to consider when designing writing assessm nts. Of particular interest is how 
variations in the writing assessment prompting condition can affect the task environment 
or overall demands for the writer. In Hayes’ (1996) revised Cognitive Process Theory of 
writing, task environment plays a significant role in the writer’s output. More 
specifically, Hayes notes that factors such as audience specification, texts read while 
writing, and the genre mode have an explicit link to text production. The findings from 
Huot’s literature review supports Hayes’ theoretical fr mework particularly with respect 
to the potential effect of genre, audience specification and texts read while writing. First, 
based on Huot’s review, it is clear that genre mode has an impact on secondary and post-
secondary writers’ syntax and length (Rosen, 1969) as well as quality ratings (Quellmalz 
et al., 1982). In addition, it appears that moderately specified audience and structure goals 
have the potential to increase writing quality relative to more open-ended prompting 
conditions (Brosell, 1983, and Smith et al, 1985). Furthermore, writing prompts that 
specify a superior as opposed to peer audience may yield higher quality essays (Puma, 
1986). It is important to note, however, that too much specificity with respect to audience 
and purpose in the writing prompt can have a negative effect on writing quality (Brosell, 
1983). In addition, tasks that require a response to multiple texts may disadvantage basic 
writers relative to general and advanced writers more s  than in open-ended and single-
text response writing tasks (Smith et al., 1985).  
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This last finding with respect to open versus multiple-text response requirements 
is of particular importance given that the current study is situated within the new PARCC 
assessment context. In this new standardized testing co text, elementary students will be 
transitioning away from the open-ended prompt, to the response to text prompt condition. 
Huot’s literature review focused on studies that examined the writing of secondary and 
post-secondary writers. While these studies provide preliminary evidence on how writing 
prompts might differentially affect basic, general and advanced writers at the secondary 
and post-secondary levels, less is known on how writing prompts may affect elementary 
writers. Furthermore no studies exist to date that consider the effect of providing the read 
aloud accommodation to writers in a text response prom t condition.  
  Prior Knowledge. In Dochy, Segers, and Buehl’s (1999) literature review of the 
relation between assessment practices, prior knowledge, and writing outcomes, they 
begin by presenting an operational definition of prior knowledge. They note that various 
terms for prior knowledge are often used interchange bly such as experiential knowledge, 
background knowledge, and personal knowledge. For thei purposes, these authors use 
Dochy’s (1994) definition of prior knowledge which includes “the whole of a person’s 
actual knowledge that: (a) is available before a certain learning task, (b) is structured in 
schemata, (c) is declarative and procedural, (d) is partly explicit and partly tacit, and (e) is 
dynamic in nature” (p. 4699).  
 Dochy et al.’s (1999) review is divided into two sections. The first section focuses 
on research related to assessment of prior knowledge or the methods used to assess prior 
knowledge.  They identify six categories for assessing prior knowledge: (a) multiple-
choice tests (e.g., Chiang & Dunkel, 1992), (b) open questions / cloze tests / completion 
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tests, (c) association tests, (d) recognition tests (e.g., Chiesi, Spilich, & Voss, 1979; 
Hasselhorn & Korkel, 1986) / matching tests, (e) fre ecall (e.g., Lambiotte & 
Dansereau, 1992; Sanbonmatsu, Sansone, & Kardes, 1991), and (f) experimenter 
judgment (Heit, 1994) and self-estimation (i.e. familiarity ratings; Afflerbach, 1986).  
The second section of the review focuses on the effect of prior knowledge on 
performance. It is important to note that the primay focus of Dochy et al.’s review was to 
examine the effect of prior knowledge on performance generally. Of the 183 empirical 
studies they reviewed, none of the studies used writing ability as the performance or 
outcome variable. Instead, performance variables typically included: (a) reading 
comprehension tasks (e.g., Afflerbach, 1986, 1990; Brittton & Tesser, 1982; and 
Johnston & Pearson, 1982, Matthews, 1982),  (b) conceptual knowledge (e.g., Brynes & 
Guthrie, 1992) , (c) memory (e.g., Chiang & Dunkel, 1992; Clifton & Slowiaczek, 1981; 
Willoughby, Walker, Wood & MacKinnon, 1993; Willoughby, Wood, & Kahn, 1994), 
and (d) content knowledge (e.g., Lavore, 1989). In addition, the majority of the studies 
reviewed focused on secondary and post-secondary students with one study examining 
the work of 4th-grade readers and in one study examining the work of 8th-grade readers.  
 Dochy et al.’s (1999) review is useful in that it presents a broad conceptualization 
of the role that prior knowledge can have on learning and academic performance. The 
researchers arrived at four primary conclusions. First, there is a strong relationship 
between prior knowledge and performance. Dochy et al. noted that 91.5% of the studies 
reviewed reported positive effects of prior knowledg  on performance and that prior 
knowledge generally explained between 30-60% of the variance in performance. Second, 
other learning variables related to prior knowledge are essential to performance such as 
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interest and the learners’ personal beliefs. Third, the method of assessment influences the 
observed effect of prior knowledge on performance. More specifically, these researchers 
noted that the positive effect of prior knowledge is most apparent when objective 
methods such as multiple-choice tests and cloze activities are employed. Other methods 
such as self-assessment and self-estimation are less reliable. Finally, flawed assessment 
methods such as familiarity ratings, self-estimation, and matching tests of prior 
knowledge can still yield informative results. For example, they noted that some studies 
that used flawed assessment methods of prior knowledge showed other interesting 
implications such as that having no prior knowledge may be more beneficial than flawed 
prior knowledge (Schiefele, 1990; Lipson, 1982; Ceci, Caves & Howes, 1981; 
Alvermann, Smith, and Readance; 1985; Marshall, 1985; Neuman, 1989) and that when 
subjects have little or no prior knowledge than interest of the topic may play a greater 
role (Alexander et al., 1990; Garner & Gillingham, 1992).  
 While the studies in Dochy et al’s (1999) review did not use writing ability as the 
outcome variable for evaluating the effect of prior knowledge on students’ performance, 
the intersection of the findings from Dochy et al’s review with Myhill’s (2005) position 
paper provide some interesting insights into the pot ntial role that prior knowledge may 
play in writing performance. In Myhill’s (2005) position paper on the impact of prior 
knowledge on written genres produced in examination settings, she presents the view that 
children “whose home background has socioculturally prepared them for production of 
written genres are advantaged over those with different cultural and meaning-making 
resources available to them” (p.289). Moreover, Myhill contends that the task demands in 
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examination questions frequently fail to acknowledg how prior knowledge might impact 
student responses to the question.  
 In her paper, Myhill (2005) primarily cites data from a study which analyzed 
children’s writing produced for examination purposes in England. In the English context, 
examination items typically provide students with prompts that identify a purpose, an 
audience, and a form of writing that may simulate a r al-life situation (e.g., imagine that 
you are a reporter for a local newspaper). In her summary of student responses, she noted 
that children’s prior knowledge of narrative appeared to be stronger than their expository 
text knowledge, and as a result, many students reverted to writing narrative essays in 
response to expository prompts. In a similar example, Myhill illustrates how children 
prompted to write a radio advertisement instead drew upon their knowledge of print and 
television advertisements. She argued that the misalignment of children’s prior 
knowledge and the discourse goals of a radio advertisement where brevity and voice are 
prioritized led to writing samples that were overly e aborate and detailed.  
 Implications for current study. Myhill’s (2005) article presents preliminary 
evidence to suggest that children’s prior knowledge on genre may have an influence on 
the quality of their writing output. Unfortunately, other features of prior knowledge 
highlighted in Dochy et al’s (1999) review such as content knowledge are not discussed 
within the writing context in Myhill’s position review. Nevertheless, Dochy et al. (1999) 
and Myhill (2005) make a strong case to suggest that a writer’s prior knowledge may 
have a significant impact on their performance.  
For the purposes of the current study, Dochy and colleagues’s review presents a 
foundation for considering how to assess prior knowledge and how these forms of 
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assessment may differentially affect performance outcomes. More specifically, Dochy et 
al. noted that objective measures of prior knowledge (e.g., multiple choice tests) were 
more reliable predictors of performance outcomes than flawed procedures such as student 
self-assessment.  
Additional considerations highlighted by Dochy et al. (1999) include the potential 
role that student interest in, and student’s misconceptions around the topic can play in 
their performance. Namely, higher interest levels can mitigate difficulties associated with 
having low levels of content knowledge on a topic. Additionally, student’s 
misconceptions and misunderstandings of a topic can have the potential to negatively 
impact their performance. While Dochy et al.’s review did not specifically examine 
students’ writing performance; it holds that if interests and misconceptions on a topic can 
have an effect in reading and content area subjects, it should also hold for writing as well.  
Therefore when designing writing assessments for elem ntary aged children, it 
may be beneficial to evaluate students’ prior knowledge on the topic and the genre they 
are being asked to produce in writing assessments. Evaluations of student’s prior 
knowledge should allow researchers to determine if differences in levels of prior 
knowledge may be having an effect on students’ overall writing performance. 
Summary 
 This overview on critical issues in writing assessment presents a broad 
conceptualization of three areas of interest: (a) writing assessment measures, (b) writing 
assessment purposes, and (c) writing assessment forms. Each topic provides insight 
relevant to issues in the current study’s larger context and rationale. This study seeks to 
EFFECTS OF PROMPT, GENRE, AND GRADE 
 47
examine the effect of prompt condition and genre on lementary aged students from 
culturally, linguistically, socially, and academically diverse backgrounds.  
 The section that reviewed writing assessment measur s illustrated the importance 
of using various procedures for evaluating student work including both overall quality 
indicators and sentence level skills. For example, analytic rubrics should be used to 
identify strengths and weaknesses in specific quality features of writing such as content, 
organization, and style. In addition, Huot’s (1990) finding that raters using writing 
quality rubrics tend to focus on features of writing such as content and organization 
above word and sentence level features such as mechanics and grammar is important to 
note. Given the potential for raters to overlook these equally important features of 
writing, additional CBM measures such as total word count and correct word sequence 
will likely be useful in obtaining a comprehensive vi w of elementary children’s writing 
development.   
 In order to effectively analyze and apply the above measures of writing, a key 
consideration must be the overall purpose of these as ssments. Olinghouse and 
Santangelo (2010), and Gebhard and Harman (2011) note that standardized tests are often 
used for identifying at-risk writers, and in particular students with LD and students who 
are EL. Towards that end, a critical understanding of how these potentially marginalized 
populations write is necessary in order to accurately interpret and contextualize findings. 
Features of writing for students with LD and students who are EL that should be 
highlighted include challenges with transcription skill  such as spelling and handwriting, 
and challenges with task environment factors such as t e prompt and prior knowledge. 
An attempt should be made when designing writing asses ments to moderate the potential 
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effect of transcription and the task environment so hat students with LD and students 
who are EL are not unfairly disadvantaged over their g neral education peers.  
One way to mitigate or conversely amplify the effect of prompt and prior 
knowledge is through the form of the assessment itself. Factors such as genre mode, 
rhetorical specification, and wording and structure of the prompt have been proven to 
have a significant impact on students’ writing performance at the secondary and post-
secondary level (Huot, 1990). In particular, Huot found that moderately specified 
audience and structure goals have the potential to ncrease writing quality relative to 
more open-ended prompting conditions (Brosell, 1983, and Smith et al, 1985), while 
writing prompts that had too much specificity with respect to audience and purpose can 
have a negative effect on writing quality (Brosell, 1983). Another important 
consideration Huot uncovered was that tasks that requir  a response to multiple texts may 
disadvantage basic writers relative to general and advanced writers more so than in open-
ended and single-text response writing tasks (Smith et al., 1985). Furthermore, writing 
prompts that specify a superior as opposed to peer audience may yield higher quality 
essays (Puma, 1986).  
Another consideration is the potential effect of prior knowledge particularly with 
respect to content and genre knowledge as highlighted in Dochy et al’s (1999) review and 
Myhill’s (2005) position paper. Key points for consideration here are the role that prior 
knowledge of content can play on students’ academic performance. More specifically, 
higher levels of content knowledge are associated with higher levels of performance in 
areas such as reading (Dochy et al., 1999). In addition, t appears that middle school 
writers may be negatively affected by a lack of prior knowledge on expository genres 
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relative to narrative genres (Myhill, 2005).  Given the above findings with respect to 
prompt conditions and prior knowledge effects particularly for content and genre at the 
secondary and post-secondary level, it would be interes ing to see if these same prompt 
and prior knowledge effects held at the elementary level.  
 The content outlined in this section’s overview on critical issues in writing 
assessment will be used to situate the goals of the curr nt study within the broader 
context of writing assessment research generally. Using the above information, the 
empirical content and methodological review of this chapter have been narrowed to three 
specific areas related to writing assessment research that are most relevant to elementary 
aged writers: (a) the effect of prior knowledge, (b) the effect of prompt condition, and (c) 
the effect of genre.  
Empirical Content and Methodological Review 
Methods and Search Procedures 
I conducted an automated database cross search of Education Research Complete 
(EBSCO), Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC), JSTOR, PsycINFO, and 
the Social Sciences Index for studies related to writing in multiple genres at the 
elementary level, task environment, prior knowledge, and students who are EL and 
students with LD. Descriptors used were writ*, elem*, prompt, genre, prior knowledge, 
task environment, and prompting condition. This yielded 55 articles. I then conducted an 
ancestral search to locate additional studies cited in the reference lists obtained from the 
database search. This yielded an additional three articles for a total of 58. These included 
literature reviews, dissertation abstracts, qualitative, descriptive, correlational, 
experimental and non-experimental studies.  
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From this body of work, my focus for inclusion in this review was based on 
several criteria. First, I limited selection to studies that had been published in a refereed 
journal. While it is commonly accepted that papers that have been vetted through a peer-
reviewed process are considered more credible, Troia (1999) added a caveat that most 
published studies “do not fulfill the accepted conve tions of methodological rigor” (p. 
31). Thus, further evaluation of published work is needed.   
Second, only studies that employed quantitative analysis with independent 
variables related to elementary grade levels combined with each of the following focus 
areas were included: (a) prior knowledge, (b) prompt conditions, and (c) genre. I did not 
include studies that were qualitative or descriptive in nature. Due to the limited number 
of studies on children’s writing development at the el mentary level, I did not exclude 
studies based on the date of publication. This yielded ten studies that fell into three 
primary categories: (a) effects of prior knowledge, (b) effects of prompt condition, and 
(c) effects of genre. I present a content matrix of each study by these focus areas in 
Appendix A. 
 It is important to note why it seemed best to separate studies that specifically 
targeted the effect of prior knowledge, which includes topic knowledge and genre 
knowledge from studies that solely focused on the effect of genre. My decision to create 
these two separate categories was based on the fact that urrent research has explored the 
effect of genre on elementary children’s writing both as a function of prior knowledge 
and as a topic of potential developmental differences within and across genres. No studies 
to date have considered children’s prior knowledge and performance in multiple genres 
simultaneously. Furthermore, no studies have simultaneously examined the potential 
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interaction of prior knowledge of topic and genre, with the prompt condition. This gap in 
the extant research is ultimately what provides the rationale for the current study.   
In addition to a content review, I also conducted a methodological review of these 
studies. According to Shadish, Cook and Campbell (2002), validity refers to the extent to 
which we can accept an inference to be true or corre t based on evidence presented from 
a study.  The extent to which researchers controlled for threats to validity influences the 
reliability and generalizability of their results and claims. I therefore evaluated the ten 
empirical studies in my review for: (a) internal vaidity; (b) construct validity; (c) 
statistical conclusion validity; and (d) external vidity.  After an initial review of 
the11studies, I chose to focus on 10 of the 37 validity threats highlighted by Shadish et al. 
(2002). The majority of the studies in this review were correlational and quasi-
experimental. I selected these ten categories of validity criteria based on their relevance 
to this body of research.  I operationally define each of the validity threats in Appendix B 
and provide a summary of methodological strengths and weaknesses by threat and study 
in Appendix C.  
Results from the content and methodological review.  
In the sections below, I will review these ten studies where the focus of 
assessment is on identifying students’ performance i  writing based on factors such as 
prior knowledge, prompt condition and genre. Of the ten studies reviewed, four of the 
studies placed primary emphasis on the effect of pri r knowledge, three focused on the 
effects of prompt condition, and three examined the eff cts of genre on students’ writing 
performance Within each of these studies, participants vary across elementary grade 
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levels and learner characteristics (e.g., EL and LD status). In addition, the types of genres 
used as the focus of assessment vary as well. 
After presenting a review of both the content and methodological strengths and 
limitations of these studies’ designs, I will briefly synthesize what researchers know 
about the writing of typically developing elementary students, students with LD and 
students who are EL. More specifically, I will summarize the role that prior knowledge, 
prompt condition, and genre plays in students’ overall writing performance.  I will also 
suggest ways in which assessments can be improved t better isolate the factors that may 
be contributing to students’ differential performance both across and within the genres 
they are most frequently asked to produce in elementary school.  
Effect of prior knowledge.  In this portion of the literature review, I use a 
definition of prior knowledge that combines Dochy’s (1994) definition described in the 
previous section of this chapter with elements of Hayes’ (1996) cognitive process theory 
model. Here, prior knowledge refers to the students’ content or topic, and discourse 
knowledge (including genre purpose and rhetorical structures) available to them before 
the writing task. Of the ten studies reviewed, four f the studies examined the effect of 
prior knowledge on the quality of students’ writing performance.  
One of the earliest studies to examine the effect of topic prior knowledge on the 
quality of students’ written responses was DeGroff’s (1987) study of 40 fourth grade 
students. Students were given a 49-item short answer test of baseball knowledge used in 
two previous studies (Mosenthal, 1984; Mosenthal et ., 1985). Of the 95 original 
students in the sample, 20 (17 boys and three girls) were identified as high knowledge 
students and 20 (15 girls and five boys) were identifi d as low knowledge students. In 
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addition to the prior knowledge assessment, children w re administered the 
Comprehensive Tests of Basic Skills, 1981 (CTBS). The CTBS examined students’ total 
language, mechanics and expression scores. No significant relationship was found 
between baseball knowledge and children’s CTBS score . This was done to ensure that 
students’ writing would reflect their baseball knowledge rather than their writing ability.  
Students were then asked to write stories about a baseball game. Stories were 
scored and analyzed using Voss, Vesonder, and Splich’s (1980) baseball grammar for 
information about the goals of a baseball game. DeGroff (1987) found that students with 
higher prior knowledge on baseball included more goal related information while 
students with lower prior knowledge included more non-goal related information. In 
addition, high knowledge students’ wrote longer pieces of writing that were more 
syntactically complex as measured y mean T-unit length relative to their low knowledge 
peers. Another measure of quality used by the reseach rs was a 4-point holistic score 
(1=very poor, 4=very good). These scores were generated by the 4th-grade students; in 
this study, high knowledge writers were more satisfied with their work than low 
knowledge writers.  
This study represents one of the earliest attempts at a sessing the effect of topic 
prior knowledge on elementary writers’ compositions. Strengths of this study included 
the use of the CTBS score to control for factors such as students’ individual writing 
abilities above and beyond their prior knowledge on the topic of baseball. In addition, the 
use of holistic, analytic (in the form of baseball grammar content), and sentence level 
(syntactic measure of mean t-unit length) writing measures strengthens the study’s 
overall construct validity. Nevertheless, the lack of control for gender and other 
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individual factors introduces both selection bias and generalizability threats into the 
study. Furthermore, by using students’ self-ratings on the holistic measures, statistical 
conclusion validity threats are not controlled for due to the unreliability of this type of 
self-assessment measurement.  
Another area of prior knowledge that can have a significant effect on students’ 
writing performance is their prior knowledge on thegenre of the composition. Genre 
refers to the different modes of discourse that have a distinctive style, form or content 
(Kamberlis, 1999). The remaining three studies in th s section focus on the effect of genre 
or discourse knowledge on students’ performance in expository and narrative genres.  
Englert, Raphael, Fear, and Anderson’s (1988) study examined the role that 
students’ metacognitive knowledge of expository writing played in 30, 4th and 5th-grade 
students’ writing. Students were randomly selected from a pool of 260 students in the 4th
and 5th-grades using a stratified random sampling procedure to select 10 students with 
LD, plus 10 high-achieving and 10 low-achieving students. Achievement levels were 
based on students’ performance on the Stanford Achievement Test. To measure students’ 
metacognitive knowledge about the writing process (i.e. students’ knowledge of 
planning, editing, revising, and text organization), researchers conducted interviews using 
three vignettes centered on the writing problems of three hypothetical children where 
students were asked to give these children advice on how to write in each of four genres: 
(a) informational reports, (b) compare/contrast, (c) explanation, and (d) problem and 
solution. Interview responses were ranked as high, medium, low, and no knowledge (3-0 
points).  
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Students were then asked to write an explanation and compare/contrast 
compositions in a counterbalanced design. These essays were scored using a primary trait 
score based on the extent to which the composition met the required organizational and 
text structures. For the explanation essays, there w four primary trait categories worth 
a total of 12 points and for the compare/contrast es ay there were five categories worth 
15 points. In addition to the primary trait analytic rubric, essays were scored using a 
holistic score from 0-3 points based on the degree to which the paper was interesting and 
effectively communicated (Englert et al., 1988).  
Englert et al., (1988) found that students with LD were less aware than high-
achieving students on the metacognitive process of expository writing. Furthermore, there 
was a strong positive relationship between students’ writing performance and 
metacognitive strategies of organization, generating a d monitoring expository writing. 
There were also strong positive correlations between th  quality of students’ writing and 
their awareness of writing strategies and what the res archers described as the students’ 
internal awareness of when a paper was finished and why.  
Strengths of this study included the random selection of participants, the counter-
balancing of the explanation and compare/contrast genres, and the use of multiple text 
level measures of writing. Limitations of this study included a lack of sentence-level 
measures to represent the full spectrum of the construct of writing and the unreliability of 
the analytic primary trait measures that differed in points across the two genres of writing 
making them more difficult to compare. Nevertheless, this study represents one of the 
few studies that addresses the unique effect that prior knowledge can have on students 
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with LD, although it did not address the potential effects of task environment on students 
who are EL.  
In contrast, Lee, Penfield, and Buxton’s (2011) study specifically examined the 
effect of prior knowledge or schema on the writing of students who are EL. This study 
was part of a larger five-year intervention study that focused on English language 
development or English for speakers of other languages (ESOL) in a science curriculum. 
The goal of the intervention was to teach students who are EL science content with a 
focus on literacy strategies. Pre and post-test writing samples were collected for 
informational reports on the water cycle and students were asked to write in either 
English or their native language. These essays wereth n used to evaluate the relationship 
between students’ knowledge of writing form and content relative to their EL 
background.  
The research took place in a large urban school district over a three-year period in 
3rd grade classrooms. There were 638, 661, and 676 partici nts in each of the three years 
respectively. Participants were evenly divided by gender and were predominantly 
Hispanic (46.4%-50.5%) and African American (45.9%-49.8%) with approximately 1% 
of students with disabilities in each of the three y ars. Students were additionally 
categorized based on their EL status in each of the thre  years with the least English 
proficient students representing 13.5% to 15% of the population, the moderately 
proficient students representing 38.7% to 53.3% of the population, and the proficient to 
native English speaking students representing 33.2% to 47.7% of the sample population 
across each of the three years of the study.  
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All student essays were scored with a form (conventions, organization, 
style/voice) and content (specific knowledge and unerstanding of science) rubric. Inter-
rater agreement was established at 90%. Only a small number of students wrote in their 
home language of either Spanish or Haitian Creole, which were scored by research 
personnel that were fluent in these languages. Lee et al. (2011) used hierarchical linear 
modeling. Analyses were conducted on 2,020 students’ ssays. Approximately 37% of 
students were omitted from the sample because they were either missing a pre- or 
posttest. Omitted students had similar demographic variables for gender, ethnicity and EL 
status. The results indicated that there was a significa t relationship between writing form 
and content and that this relationship was stronger for the post-test. Furthermore, this 
relationship was stronger for students who were not EL. The researchers suggested that 
this indicated that students with greater English proficiency learned science content and 
literacy skills simultaneously while students who are EL did not show simultaneous 
growth to the same degree. Lee et al. concluded that s udents who are EL required 
support not only in the form of writing they are being asked to produce, but also the 
content or the topic.  
One of the greatest strengths of this study was its extremely large sample size. 
Based on this large sample size, Lee et al. (2011) was better able to control for selection 
bias and their results can certainly generalize to students who are EL and African 
American and Hispanic populations. In addition, their use of multiple raters and the 
establishment of inter-rater agreement at 90% streng h  the reliability of their 
measurements. Areas of their study that could have been improved upon are primarily in 
the measures they used. They used the same prompt fr the pre and post-tests, which may 
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yield some testing effects. The use of the same prom t could also result in problems with 
respect to mono-operation bias. The prompt used in this study asked students to “imagine 
they were a water drop and part of the water cycle.” This type of first person, personified 
approach to an informational report may have been a more challenging task environment. 
As such, it would have been nice to see if their study would have yielded similar results if 
students had been given multiple prompts on the same topic.  
The last study in this section of the review focused on the relationship between 2nd 
and 4th-grade writers’ discourse knowledge in the narrative genre and their writing 
performance. Olinghouse and Graham (2009) examined this relationship controlling for 4 
writing (handwriting fluency, spelling, attitude toward writing, advanced planning), and 3 
non-writing variables (grade, gender, and basic reading skills). In order to obtain a range 
of writing abilities in the study, participants were chosen using a stratified random 
sampling procedure using Verbal IQ on the Weschler Abbreviated Scale of Intelligence 
and the Test of Written Language III. As such, from an original sample of 32 second and 
32 fourth-grade students a sample of 8 students below the 25th percentile, 16 students 
between the 25th and 75th percentile, and 8 students above the 75th percentile were 
selected.   
Students were asked to write a story and then asked to respond to a series of 
questions on discourse and procedural knowledge of the narrative genre. Olinghouse and 
Graham (2009) found that five aspects of discourse knowledge made a unique and 
significant contribution to the prediction of story length, quality, and vocabulary diversity 
beyond the control variables. These included students’ k owledge of substantiation, 
production, motivation, story elements, and irrelevant factors. In addition, they found that 
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4th-grade writers possessed more discourse knowledge than 2nd-grade writers and also 
wrote better quality essays. This supports the theoretical stance that greater knowledge of 
how to compose in a particular genre influences the quality of written output.   
One important limitation was the sample size. In their regression analysis, 
Olinghouse and Graham (2009) used 12 predictor variables and because the sample size 
was so low, the reported values may be less than optimal population estimates. The 
authors also noted that they may have inadvertently created testing effects by biasing 
students’ responses on the discourse knowledge questions immediately after 
administering the handwriting fluency test. They suggested that this may have accounted 
for students’ focus on writing mechanics over broader text level features of writing.  
Relative strengths of the study include the use of stratified random sampling and 
the controlling for variables such as handwriting fluency, which have proven to 
negatively bias scorers’ quality ratings of students’ texts (Graham, 1999). In addition, the 
use of multiple measures such as an analytic rubric, story length, and vocabulary 
diversity provide a fuller view of the construct of writing.  
An additional strength of the study was that students’ were provided three line 
drawing story prompts to select from. These prompts had been vetted in previous 
investigations as yielding similar writing performance with elementary students (Graham 
et al., 2005). In addition, advocates of examinee choice in writing assessment support this 
approach and suggest that choice allows students to select topics that are more familiar so 
that writers can develop a greater sense of ownership for their writing (Atwell, 1987). 
Nevertheless, findings on studies of examinee choice at the secondary level have been 
mixed. For example, Engelhard, Gordon, and Gabrielson (1992) found in a study of 8th-
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grade students that writing tasks that required more personal responses (e.g., direct and 
imagined experiences) yielded essays that received higher quality ratings than writing 
tasks that required outside knowledge or were impersonal. In contrast, the same 
researchers in a study of 11th-grade students found that task choice had no substantive 
effect on the quality of essays (Gabrielson, et al, 1995).  As such, it would be interesting 
to see if Olinghouse and Graham’s (2009) study would have yielded similar findings if 
children had been provided a different task environme t for writing.  
Implications for current study. The findings from the studies above present a 
number of important implications for my current research. First, it is clear that a student’s 
prior knowledge on the topic and the genre of the writing task has an impact on their 
overall writing quality and sentence level features of writing (DeGroff, 1987; Englert et 
al., 1988; Lee et al, 2011; Olinghouse & Graham, 2009). In particular, it is important to 
note that the relationship between prior knowledge of both topic and genre relative to 
writing performance appeared to be stronger for students with LD (Englert et al., 1988) 
and students who are EL (Lee et al., 2011). Furthermore, Lee et al, concluded that 
students who are EL required support not only in the form of writing they are being asked 
to produce, but also the content and the topic. Nevertheless, none of the studies reviewed 
above examined the potential effect of varying the prompting condition with features 
such as content and rhetorical specification. Given th  findings regarding the effect of 
genre and topic knowledge on students’ performance in writing, it holds that additional 
supports in the prompting condition may help to moderate the disadvantages that 
struggling writers such as students with LD and stuents who are EL may have on 
writing tasks relative to their general education peers.  
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Effect of prompt condition. One way to mitigate the potential effects of prior 
knowledge on students’ writing performance is through adaptations to the prompt 
condition. These adaptations can include audience, genre, and motivating cues. Of the ten 
studies reviewed, only three studies considered the effect of prompt condition on 
students’ writing performance. 
In Brodney, Reeves, and Kazelskis (1999) quasi-experimental study, 96, 5th-grade 
students in intact classrooms were assigned to one of four prompting conditions: (a) 
reading and pre-writing, (b) reading only, (c) pre-writing only, and (d) control.  Students 
in all conditions first observed a video on volcanoes. They then wrote an expository essay 
on volcanoes for 30 minutes under one of the four prom ting conditions listed above. For 
the first three prompting conditions, children were p ovided an additional 20 minutes of 
time for the reading and pre-writing, reading only, or pre-writing only conditions. In the 
control condition, children were not provided any additional time and were told to write 
using the information from the volcano video to help them. Outcome measures included a 
holistic measure, four analytic measures of ideas, style, organization, and mechanics, as 
well as total words per t-unit. Raw reading scores on the Stanford Achievement Test were 
used as a covariate measure.  
Multivariate analysis of covariance showed that the type of pre-writing treatment 
significantly affected scores on students’ expository compositions. More specifically, the 
reading paired with prewriting prompting task environment resulted in higher style, 
organization, and mechanics scores than the other prompting conditions. A finding of 
note, however, was that students in the comparison gr up wrote longer sentences that 
contained several ideas resulting in higher word per t-unit scores. Brodney et al. (1999) 
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noted that the comparison group sentences did not yield more cohesive essays.  They 
found instead that students in the comparison group f cused on sentence level ideation, 
whereas students in the reading and pre-writing conditi  focused on global paragraph 
level ideation. As such, the authors suggest that using words per t-units as a measure of 
quality may be restrictive and that “multiple assessments of student compositions, rather 
than the use of single indicators, provide a more cmprehensive view of students’ writing 
performance and achievement.” (p. 18). Brodney et al. suggest that holistic and analytic 
measures provide useful information about different dimensions of writing performance, 
and that sentence level measures should not be used as the sole measure of writing 
performance.  
The use of multiple measures was a relative strength of the study and helped to 
support the construct validity of their findings. Limitations that the authors noted 
included a focus on only one genre of writing. In addition, they noted that they did not 
include students’ domain knowledge and interest in the topic, which could also be 
explanatory variables for students’ performance. Another potential limitation is that 
participants represented one grade level in a single elementary school with a minority 
population of less than 10%. Adjusted group means were used and individual student 
ability based on the covariate of reading achievement as measured by the Stanford 
Achievement Test was not shared. This coupled with the use of intact classroom 
assignments to each of the treatment conditions presents both generalizability and 
selection bias concerns. Finally, there may also be instrumentation effects across the 
control and treatment conditions as the control students were not given 20 minutes of 
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additional preparation time before being asked to compose, which may give students in 
the treatment condition a performance advantage.     
In Hudson, Lane, and Mercer’s (2005) study, students were asked to write 
narrative stories under 6 different prompting conditions: (a) copying a story starter, (b) 
writing a dictated story starter, (c) discussing and then copying a story-starter, (d) 
discussing and then writing a dictation for a story starter, (e) discussing a story starter, 
and (f) no priming condition with just an assignment of topic. Results showed that 
writing produced under the discussion and topic conditions were lengthier than writing 
produced under the copying and discussion-copying co ditions. Hudson et al., (2005) 
hypothesized that writing prompts may have hindered th  students’ writing fluency. The 
authors noted further limitations in their study. For example, students were not randomly 
assigned to conditions as they were in intact groups. Controls for prompt effects were not 
in place as the prompts changed with the priming condition. An additional problem may 
be that the handwriting demands in the copying conditions may have exhausted students 
prior to asking them to write independently.  
Another approach to promoting the quality of students’ essays is through a task 
environment that specifies audience awareness goals. According to Hayes and Flower 
(1980), awareness of audience and the intentional use of ideas to create written text for a 
specific audience is a hallmark of good writing. One study that did find conclusive 
differences in the writing quality of students’ essay  based on audience awareness 
prompts was Midgette, Haria and MacArthur’s (2008) study of 5th and 8th-grade students. 
While this study evaluated the effects of a revising intervention, its findings have the 
potential to offer unique insight into another possible area of research with respect to 
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prompt effects. In their study, Midgette et al., asked students to revise their persuasive 
essays under three conditions: (a) a general goal, (b) a goal to improve content, and (c) a 
goal to improve content and communication with an audience. Under each condition, 
students were provided specific directions. General go s consisted of directives such as 
make any changes that you think would improve the essay. Content goals included 
prompts such as make sure that your opinion is clearly stated in your essay or think of 
other reasons to support your opinion, making sure to include at least three reasons.  
Audience goals included directions such as think about the people who might disagree 
with your opinion and think about how you would defend your opinion and show that 
they are wrong. Essays were then analyzed for overall persuasiveness using measures of 
persuasive discourse such as position, reason, and el boration. Midgette et al., (2007) 
found that students in the audience goal group were more likely than both other groups to 
write more persuasive essays.  
Relative strengths in the design of this study included random assignment to the 
three goal conditions using a matched-triads design, and identical writing prompts across 
the goal conditions. Limitations of their study  however included mono-operation bias 
through the use of one-time assessment, and a narrow lens on the construct of writing due 
to their limited focus on holistic features of persua ive writing alone.   
Implications for current study. Based on the three studies reviewed above, it is 
clear that variations in prompt conditions can have n impact on students’ performance in 
expository (Brodney et al., 1999), narrative (Hudson et al., 2005), and persuasive 
(Midgette et al., 2007 ) genres. More specifically, features of the prompt condition such 
as varying the task (e.g., reading and pre-writing, reading only, pre-writing only) show 
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that combinations of pre-writing and reading tasks resulted in higher style, organization, 
and mechanics scores (Brodney et al., 1999). In addition, audience specification at the 
elementary and middle school level appear to improve students’ writing performance 
(Midgette et al., 2007), which is in line with research at the secondary and post-secondary 
level (Huot, 1990). The above findings with respect to the potential benefits of including 
audience specification goals and reading and pre-writing tasks as part of the writing 
prompt condition were considered when designing the prompts for the current study.  
Effect of genre. Studies that focus on the development of writing abilities across 
genres take on many forms. What unifies theses studies are their independent variables. 
All studies included independent variables that are in some way related to learner 
characteristics such as grade level (K-7), age, gender, or disability. All studies also look 
at some form of genre (e.g., narrative, persuasive, informational reports, and poetry). 
Where these studies differ; however, is in what specific learner characteristics they 
examined, the types of genres that were the area of focus, and most importantly, their 
dependent variables. Dependent variables across studie  varied from general language 
performance indicators (GLPM), to holistic scales, to measures of syntactic complexity. 
Given the degree of variability across these factors, it is difficult to gain a complete 
picture of how students’ writing develops across the genres they are most frequently 
asked to produce in schools. Nevertheless, each of these studies does represent a part of 
the puzzle. 
In their studies of upper-elementary writers, both Beers and Nagy (2010) and 
Scott and Windsor (2000) focused on relatively narrow constructs of writing related to 
syntactic maturity and GLPM at the sentence level. While their focus on the construct of 
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writing was quite narrow, they did find that all students were affected by genre in similar 
ways.   
Beers and Nagy’s (2010) correlational study involved the collection of writing 
samples for the same two cohorts of students on two occasions, two years apart as part of 
a larger longitudinal study. Their participants included 83 students in grade three and then 
grade five, as well as 96 students in grades five and then seven. Students were asked to 
compose based on topic prompts related to geographic locations of the Pacific Northwest 
in four genres: narrative, descriptive, compare/contrast, and persuasive. Each text was 
then coded for length, clauses per t-unit or sentence, and words per clause.  
Results showed significant effects for grade and genre on text length. 
Furthermore, they also found distinctions between syntactic complexities across the four 
different genres under review. More specifically, while children were able to differentiate 
between the genres broadly and were able to recognize the different purposes associated 
with each genre, they struggled to write effectively in them. This was particularly true for 
the compare/contrast and persuasive genres. For example, the compare/contrast text had a 
relatively low score for syntactic complexity in both clauses per T-unit and words per 
clause. In contrast, while children wrote persuasive essays with higher levels of clauses 
per unit relative to other genres, their number of w rds per clause were lower than 
descriptive texts. Beers and Nagy suggest that this finding was due to the simplified 
pattern that students often followed in persuasive texts where they would state their 
opinion and provide a justification for it.   
One limitation of the study that Beers and Nagy (2010) offered was that while 
broad measures of syntactical maturity provided some information on distinctions across 
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genre, it did not necessarily provide insight into the extent to which students effectively 
employed genre-specific syntactical formats. As a result, the extent to which qualitative 
aspects of students’ ability to effectively communicate their purpose in each genre from 
grade level to grade level was not captured.  
A strength of Beers and Nagy’s study was their ability to assess students on two 
occasions. This gives more credence to their findings on the effect of genre on 
performance as their findings were duplicated on both occasions of assessment. Even so, 
there are some threats to internal and construct validity that have the potential to weaken 
their claims. First, the same four assessments wereused on both occasions, which could 
lead to testing effects as well as the threat of mono- peration bias. Second, grade level 
was used as a within subjects factor in the analysis where the samples from the two time 
points were analyzed within the individual cohorts as opposed to across cohorts. As such, 
factors such as history and maturation given the length of time between occasions were 
not adequately controlled.  It would have been interesting to see if grade level differences 
would have been detected had this been a between subjects factor of analysis across the 
two groups. In addition, lack of random assignment due to their use of volunteer 
participants has the potential to lead to selection bias, and limits the ability for results to 
generalize to other individuals. Finally, while Beers and Nagy (2010) stated that they 
attempted to control for topic effects using the common theme of the Pacific Northwest 
where the study was conducted, the effect of topic and prompt cannot be isolated when 
the same four prompts were given to all students on both occasions.  
The focus of Scott and Windsor’s (2000) study was on the effects of narrative and 
informational prompts on the GLPI of students with and without disabilities for both 
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written and oral language tasks. Students were randomly assigned in matched-triads 
based on three distinct learner characteristics: learning disability, chronological age peers, 
and language-age peers. Students were then given parallel tasks and prompts in narrative 
and expository genres after watching videos and hearing similar directions. This was 
done to control for both background knowledge effects and prompt effects that may have 
influenced students’ performance in each genre.  
Scott and Windsor (2000) found that clauses per T-unit were not significant 
indicators of group differences. They did find that relative to chronological age peers, 
students with language based LD produced only 62% and 49% of the volume of narrative 
and expository summaries. In addition, they found significant group differences in the 
number of errors per T-unit. More specifically, they found that number of grammatical 
errors per T-unit for students with LD ranged from two to five times higher than 
chronological age peers in their study of 60 students between the ages of 8 and 12. Most 
importantly, Scott and Windsor also found main effects that favored narrative over 
expository contexts for GLPM.  
Of the ten studies reviewed, Scott and Windsor (2000) met the requirements for 7 
of 10 threats to validity. Moreover, there are a number of strengths to their study. First, 
Scott and Windsor were able to employ a matched-tria  design that helped to control for 
some threats to selection bias. Second, by using the matched-triads design, Scott and 
Windsor model an effective method for meeting statiical assumptions of independence 
of observations for ANOVA designs. In addition, through their use of reliability checks, 
they moderately controlled for threats to statistical conclusion validity such as the 
reliability of their measures. An important strength of Scott and Windsor’s (2000) study, 
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not found in many writing studies was the use of counterbalancing. The use of 
counterbalancing allowed for greater control of testing effects. In addition, through the 
use of the video priming conditions and parallel writing tasks, better control for 
background knowledge and prompt effects was exercised 
By methodological standards, Scott and Windsor’s (2000) results are likely the 
most reliable and generalizable.  But their control over validity threats are countered with 
inevitable trade-offs in terms of other constructs such as generalizability. Scott and 
Windsor’s study is very narrowly focused on the development of children’s productivity 
or fluency and grammatical complexity across two genres. This narrow lens on the 
construct of writing does not sufficiently account for factors of writing in multiple genres 
such as content, organization, and style. Thus, while t ey were able to find main effects 
for genre that favored narrative over expository contexts, this finding is limited to GLPI 
and is not fully representative of how children would perform on all aspects of writing.  
 In Prater and Padia’s (1983) study, gender, grade, nd discourse topic served as 
the independent variables while the dependent variables included a four-point holistic 
scale. Participants from six elementary schools were purposefully selected to represent a 
mixture of urban/suburban settings and diversity in SES. This yielded 140 participants 
with half at the 4th-grade level and half at the 6th-grade level. Students were asked to write 
in response to three writing tasks within the same on -week period using a counter-
balanced design across intact classrooms. Vocabulary for the task was controlled at no 
higher than third grade level using the EDL Core Vocabulary List. Writing tasks that 
specified purpose and audience, with several structu ing sentences, were designed to 
elicit each of three types of writing: expressive, p rsuasive, and explanatory.  
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Prater and Padia (1983) found that for both genders, expressive writing tasks 
produced higher quality essays relative to explanatory and persuasive writing tasks. 
Persuasive writing tasks were found to be the most difficult type of writing for all 
subgroups with the exception of 4th-grade boys whose lowest performance was on the 
explanatory writing task. This finding is significant in that it is one of the few studies that 
examined genre and grade level differences that found an inconsistent trend. Expressive 
writing tasks involve the student writing about self, and according to Prater and Padia 
“may develop naturally with somewhat general instruction, (while) the other types of 
writing require direct, focused instruction” (p.150). The finding that 4th-grade writers 
performed better on explanatory writing than expressive writing somewhat contradicts 
this theory.  
Prater and Padia’s (1983) study has both strengths and limitations in their design. 
Their use of purposeful sampling allowed for better control over potential selection bias; 
however, their use of intact classrooms somewhat negated that. The use of 4-point 
holistic scales with multiple scorers to establish inter-rater reliability was helpful in 
establishing an effective means for comparing students’ performance across genres and 
grade levels. In addition, by counter-balancing the sequence of the assessments across the 
six schools, some level of control was established for potential testing effects. 
Nevertheless, threats to validity that have been comm n across most studies exist: (a) 
mono-operation bias due to the use of one-time assessm nts; (b) too few constructs due to 
the lack of sentence-level measures; and (c) lack of ontrol for background knowledge 
and topic effects.  
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Implications for the current study. The research summarized above provides a 
number of content and methodological insights into designing this study. First, while it is 
clear that genre has some effect on children’s writing performance, the nature of that 
effect is not entirely clear due to variations in data collection procedures and dependent 
measures across each of the studies above. As such, future research on the effect of genre 
is warranted. Relative strengths in some of the studies above include the use of multiple 
assessments (Beers & Nagy, 2010), random assignment to conditions (Scott & Windsor, 
2000), and counterbalancing the sequence of assessments in multiple genres (Prater & 
Padia, 1983). These strengths were taken into considerat on when designing the current 
study.  
Conclusions  
Within the context of assessment, writing must be conceptualized as a broad 
integration of skills. While factors such as fluency and grammatical complexity should 
certainly be considered, other factors such as structure, content, mechanics and an 
understanding of audience and purpose are equally important within the context of 
children’s writing development (Bereiter, 1980).  
Based on the research reviewed above, there are a number of insights and 
implications that are relevant for the current study. First, it is clear that variations in 
prompt conditions can have an impact on students’ performance in expository (Brodney 
et al., 1999), narrative (Hudson et al., 2005), and persuasive (Midgette et al., 2007 ) 
genres. More specifically, features of the prompt condition such as varying the task (e.g., 
reading and pre-writing, reading only, pre-writing only) show that combinations of pre-
writing and reading tasks resulted in higher style, organization, and mechanics scores 
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(Brodney et al., 1999). In addition, audience specifications appear to improve students’ 
writing performance (Midgette et al., 2007). I considered the above findings with respect 
to the potential benefits of including audience specification goals and reading and pre-
writing tasks as part of the writing prompt condition when designing the prompts for the 
current study.  
It is also clear that a student’s prior knowledge on the topic and the genre of the 
writing task has an impact on their overall writing quality and sentence level features of 
writing (DeGroff, 1987; Englert et al., 1988; Lee et al, 2011; Olinghouse & Graham, 
2009). In particular, the relationship between prior knowledge of both topic and genre 
relative to writing performance appeared to be stronger for students with LD (Englert et 
al., 1988) and students who are EL (Lee et al., 2011). Furthermore, Lee et al, concluded 
that students who are EL required support not only in the form of writing they are being 
asked to produce, but also the content and the topic. Given the findings regarding the 
effect of genre and topic knowledge on students’ performance in writing, it holds that 
additional supports in the prompting condition may help to moderate the disadvantages 
that struggling writers such as students with LD and students who are EL may have on 
writing tasks relative to their general education peers.  
Finally, relative strengths in some of the studies above include the use of multiple 
assessments (Beers & Nagy, 2010), random assignment to conditions (Scott & Windsor, 
2000), and counterbalancing the sequence of assessments in multiple genres (Prater & 
Padia, 1983). These strengths were taken into considerat on when designing the current 
study.  
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While the findings from the above studies provide pr liminary evidence on how 
students’ writing develops within and across genres, r search is very limited with respect 
to how elementary aged students are affected by genre, prompt condition, and prior 
knowledge. In addition, findings to date are somewhat limited due to limits in control 
over internal and construct threats particularly in the areas of selection bias, lack of 
control for topic and prompt effects, mono-operation bias, and measures that 
inadequately explicate the entire construct of writing. These factors make it difficult to 
isolate the causes of the disparity between students’ performance across the genres of 
writing they are most frequently asked to produce at the elementary level. For example, 
students’ performance could be attributed to any number of factors including their 
individual abilities, differences in their knowledge of the form of the genre, students’ 
background knowledge on the topic of the prompt, or he task demands of the prompt 
itself. These limitations present opportunities for future research that build on what has 
been learned thus far.  
Discussion and Rationale for Study 
Writing has long been considered a complex cognitive process rather than a body 
of knowledge or a specific set of skills (Hayes andFlower, 1980). As a result, it is no 
surprise that learning how to write is challenging for elementary aged children. Cognitive 
process theorists such as Hayes and Flower (1980), Bereiter and Scardamalia (1987), and 
McCutchen (1988) present a view on writing development that is contingent upon 
gaining competency in managing complex cognitive demands. These include the task 
environment, working memory, and general processes of writing such as transcription, 
planning, and composing. In this view on writing, multiple factors can have an impact on 
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a students’ performance from their language background, to disability characteristics, to 
the form and the topic of the prompt.  
Studies that examine students’ writing development within genres most 
commonly associated with the culture and context of school, suggest that researchers’ 
understanding of how students’ writing develops across genres is incomplete. Preliminary 
evidence suggests that students’ ability to write eff ctively in narrative genres develops 
more easily than expository genres (Beers & Nagy, 2010; and Scott & Windsor, 2000). 
Yet, Prater and Padia’s (1983) study showed inconsistencies in students’ performance 
across expository genres at the 4th-grade level. Anomalies such as this coupled with 
limitations in these studies’ designs (e.g., mono-operation bias, lack of random 
assignment and selection bias, inadequate explications of construct, lack of control for 
topic effects, and generalizability of assessments) make it difficult to determine if 
differences in performances across genres can solely be associated with developmental 
features that make expository genres inherently more c gnitively demanding than 
narrative genres.  
To date, only three studies have empirically examined the effects of prompting 
conditions on students’ performance within genres for elementary-aged writers (Brodney, 
Reeves, & Kazelskis, 1999; Hudson, Lane & Mercer, 2005; and Migette, Haria & 
MacArthur, 2007) yet none of these studies examined stu ents’ performance across 
genres. Based on the four studies that examined the effect of prior knowledge on 
students’ writing performance it is clear that a students’ prior knowledge on both the 
topic and the genre are an important area of consideration when designing assessments 
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and evaluating students’ writing ability (DeGroff, 1987; Englert et al., 1988; Lee et al., 
2011; Olinghouse & Graham, 2009).  
In order to gain a truly representative understanding of how students’ perform 
across genres, an effort should be made to eliminate all known potentially biasing effects 
that may be invalidating results. Considering the following ideas may strengthen future 
writing assessment research. First, any future resea ch should be grounded in a broader 
conceptual framework as it relates to children’s writing development. This framework 
should include multiple constructs of writing and should not be limited to discrete skills. 
This will help researchers gain a better understanding of the integrative nature of the 
writing process and children’s writing development at he elementary level. Second, in 
order to control for internal validity threats, one should attempt to employ randomization 
either through random assignment or through random sa pling. In addition, if random or 
purposive sampling is available, external threats to validity such as generalizability to 
individuals may be achieved. Third, researchers should make a concerted effort to assess 
multiple genres using multiple methods of assessment. This will lend greater credibility 
to findings and help mitigate possible mono-operation bias and internal validity threats. 
In addition, a concerted effort should be made to control for topic and prompt effects 
through the varying prompt conditions across genres. While the form and topic of 
assessments in multiple genres will inherently have diff rences, the above 
recommendations will allow for greater control of any task environment effects.  
Decisions regarding measurement of writing development are important factors in 
this field of research. Multiple measures should be us d to fully represent the construct of 
writing. This should include both word and sentence lev l measures (e.g., spelling, 
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grammar, word usage, vocabulary, punctuation) and overall quality measures (e.g., 
content, structure, and style). In particular, an effort should be made to analyze text level 
features individually through the use of analytic rubrics to help isolate potential 
developmental trends within quality features. To further promote measurement reliability, 
independent scorers, blind analysis, and inter-reliability checks should be employed. 
Finally, in order to better generalize to individuals who are most at-risk for school failure, 
studies should seek to examine the work of populations that include students with LD and 
students who are EL.  
Through these methods, researchers may gain a better und rstanding of how 
children, and in particular how students with developing skills such as students with LD 
and students who are EL’s overall writing develops. Furthermore, this research will 
enable educators to identify how children’s writing develops uniquely across each of 
these sub-constructs in an integrated fashion. Information from assessment tools 
developed in studies that employ the above recommendations will give teachers what 
they need to provide targeted instruction for the purposes of intervention.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS  
Overview 
 In this chapter, I discuss methodology relevant to this study. The methodological 
components are as follows: (a) design; (b) setting a d participants; (c) independent, 
dependent, and control variables; (d) procedures; and (e) data analysis. This chapter also 
includes the study’s expected outcomes, which are guided by the following research 
questions:  
1. What is the effect of genre on 3rd- and 5th-grade students’ overall writing 
quality and sentence level skills? Is the effect of genre similar or different 
across grade levels? 
2. What is the effect of prompt condition (supported or unsupported) on 3rd- 
and 5th-grade students’ overall writing quality and sentence level skills? Is the 
effect of prompt condition similar or different across grade levels? 
Design 
This study employed a quasi-experimental design.  According to Kline (2009), 
“dealing with selection-related threats to internal v lidity in quasi-experimental designs is 
a major challenge.” (p. 92). He suggests that in order to control for these threats, 
researchers should identify possible threats to the study as well as potential alternative 
explanations prior to enactment. Additionally, Kline suggests that design elements such 
as a pretest, additional measures, or group assignment can be used to better control for 
possible threats. He argues that with “sufficient controls, a quasi-experimental design can 
be a powerful tool for evaluating causal hypotheses” (p. 92). Accordingly, relevant 
design elements were used throughout this study. 
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In order to exercise sufficient controls over potential group differences, I first 
implemented a stratified random sampling procedure using relevant demographic 
characteristics to determine how the two independent variables (prompt condition and 
genre) under investigation vary with specific subgroups of students. After obtaining 
teacher and parent consent, I randomly assigned students into one of two prompting 
conditions: supported and unsupported, after matching for initial writing ability based on 
the Test of Early Written Language III (TEWL-3) and a ditional demographic data (EL 
status, disability status, reading proficiency leve, and grade). Following random 
assignment, students were administered three writing prompts in narrative, persuasive, 
and informational report genres using a counter-balanced design. The following sections 
provide descriptive details on the setting and participants, independent, dependent, and 
control variables, procedures, and data analysis methods.  
Setting and Participants 
Sample 
 The final number of participants in this study included 63 3rd (n=37) and 5th 
grade (n=26) students from a public charter school (PK-6) in an urban school district in 
the mid-Atlantic.  
Setting 
The participants in this study belong to a culturally diverse school of 350 
students: 47% of the students are African American, 44% are Hispanic, 9% are 
Caucasian, and 1% are Asian American. Approximately 11% of the population receives 
special education services and 83.5% of students are eligible for free or reduced-price 
lunches. In addition, at this particular school, 45% of the students came from homes in 
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which a language other than English (including Spanish, French, Amharic, Woolof, 
Arabic, Chinese, and Yoruba) was spoken.  It is important to note, however that all 
students, regardless of being labeled EL, were considered by school personnel to be 
proficient in the English language.  
At both the 3rd- and 5th-grade level, there are two classes each. All students at this 
school, including monolingual/native English speakers participate in either French or 
Spanish language immersion for half of their school week; in other words, parents chose 
for their children to attend the target school to take advantage of its dual language 
approach to instruction. It is important to note, however, that all students were expected 
to participate in their English language arts class in English, and that written language 
was a large component of instruction.  
Recent demographic information from within the past two years indicated that the 
majority of students from this school were from low-income families (84%) and that 
information from the school district’s Assessment ad Accountability Data reported that 
90% of the students tested at the school were considered “economically disadvantaged.”  
These figures are considerably higher than the entire school district (66%). 
Regardless of their socio-economic status, the school district’s standardized 
reading assessment revealed that 58% of students at thi  charter school (during the 2010-
2011 Academic Year) were identified as proficient readers compared to only 44% in the 
entire school district. Even more interesting was the difference in scores for African 
American students as 71% of students were identified as proficient readers compared to 
39% in the district.  This percentage is second only to a highly academic charter school 
where 77% of their students were identified as proficient readers.   
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Moreover, 42% of the Hispanic students at this charter school were identified as 
proficient readers.  The percentage of proficient raders from this charter school (42%) is 
considerably higher than a bilingual charter school (30%) where 100% of the students are 
Hispanic. It is also important to note, however, that only 39 % of students identified as 
English Language learners (EL) were found to be proficient readers in this school. In 
addition, only 20% of students with disabilities at this school were identified as proficient 
readers 
In sum, these descriptions indicate that students at the participating school were in 
some ways more proficient in terms of literacy than other students in the overall school 
district, but in other ways somewhat less so. In addition, while the vast majority of 
students at the target school were English learners, with the exception of students who 
were Hispanic, most were proficient in reading, according to district standards. Certainly, 
the overall population of students was typical of many schools both in the participating 
school district as well as in neighboring school districts. Thus, this school appears to be 
an appropriate setting for the current study.  
 This district has recently begun to adopt the Commn Core standards. These 
standards include a significant focus on reading and writing in multiple genres. At the 
upper elementary grades, particular emphasis is placed on reading expository texts and 
writing opinion or argumentative essays (www.corestandards.org). Given this new focus 
on writing in multiple genres, the current study will assess the same genres targeted 
within the Common Core curriculum.  
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Recruitment and selection 
 In the fall of 2012, parents and guardians of 3rd and 5th-grade students received a 
permission form to allow their child to participate in the current study. The permission 
form stated that four writing samples as well as survey information would be collected 
from their child over the course of the school year. In addition, I requested permission to 
obtain their child’s district assessment and demographic data from the school.  
 To encourage student participation and to maximize sample size, participants 
were offered an incentive for returning the permission form (with either a “yes” or “no”) 
in the form of goodie bags that were distributed by their classroom teacher. Goodie bags 
included pencils, erasers, and a small amount of candy that were provided to all students 
who returned their permission form regardless of whether or not their parents agreed to 
their participation in the study.  
 Upon receipt of permission forms, I obtained demographic and district assessment 
data from the school’s data manager for those studen s who had received permission to 
participate in the study. Data provided included students’ age, race, first semester reading 
grades (below basic, basic, proficient, advanced), previous year’s district reading levels 
(below basic, basic, proficient, advanced), disability status as identified by the presence 
or absence of an Individualized Education Plan (IEP), nglish Learner status, home 
language, and language level as determined by a district assessment (1-entering, 2-
beginning, 3-developing, 4-expanding, 5-bridging, and 6-reaching). Teachers reported 
that all students identified as having IEPs received special education services for 
language-based learning disabilities.  
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Resulting sample 
All students who agreed to participate in the study were initially included in the 
sample. This sample included 37, 3rd grade students and 33, 5th-grade students for a total 
of 70 students. Of the original 70 participants, 7 tudents failed to complete the study due 
to their inability to do make-up assessments following absences from school on days that 
data was collected resulting in their removal from the study and the loss of 3 matched 
pairs from the sample.  All remaining students were kept in the study yielding a final 
sample of 63 participants.  
The sample in this study is fairly representative of the school population with 
65.1% or 41 general education students, 11.1% or 7 students with LD, 15.9% or 10 
students who are EL, and 7.9% or 5 students identifi d as students with LD who are also 
considered to be EL. In contrast to the general population at this school, the sample has 
fewer students who are identified as EL and is comprised of mostly African American 
students (66.7%), with fewer students who are Hispanic (25.4%) or Caucasian (7.9%) and 
no Asian students.  
Students’ performance on the district wide assessment from the previous school 
year show that 42 of the students were reading at the proficient and advanced level with 
18 students reading at the basic level and 3 studens r ading at the below basic level. Of 
the 17 students who were identified as either an EL or as a student who had LD and was 
EL, 11 students spoke Spanish as their first language, 3 students spoke French, 2 students 
spoke Ibo, 1 student spoke German, and 1 student spoke Yoruba at home. District 
assessment criteria for EL included the following categories: 1- entering; 2-beginning; 3-
developing; 4-expanding; 5-bridging; and 6- reaching.  According to this criteria, most 
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students receiving EL services at the participating school were identified as having 
expanding English language skills with 9 of these students categorized as having oral and 
written language with minimal phonological, syntactic or semantic errors that do not 
impede the overall meaning of the communication when pr sented with oral or written 
connected discourse with sensory, graphic or interac ive support. Five students were 
identified as having oral or written communication n English that was comparable to 
English-proficient peers. The remaining 5 students in he sample were identified as 
performing at a developing level on the district English language assessment. This 
suggests that for these students, oral or written language may include phonological, 
syntactic or semantic errors that impede communication, but retain much of its meaning. 
Independent, Dependent, and Control Variables 
 Based on the diverse population of the school in my study, care was taken to 
study the results in evaluating the effects of prompt condition and genre by considering a 
number of demographic factors including: (a) English- anguage learner status; (b) special 
education status; (c) reading proficiency level as determined by the most recent district 
assessment; and (d) grade. In addition, to control fo  initial writing ability, the Contextual 
Writing subtest of the Test of Early Written Languae-III (TEWL-3) was administered to 
all students and used as a matching variable in addition to the demographic variables 
listed above. The TEWL-3 is a norm-referenced writing assessment that requires a 
student to “spontaneously produce a narrative story based on a picture stimulus” (TEWL-
3, 2012, p. 3). The story is then evaluated based on its theme, dialogue, elaboration of 
detail, use of characters, vocabulary selection, and sentence structure.  
There are three independent variables of central importance in this study. The first 
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independent variable of interest is grade level. The inclusion of grade level as a variable 
in this study was driven by a desire to see if there may be developmental differences in 
students’ writing performance based on prompting conditions and genre by grade.  
The second independent variable is genre, as students w re asked to write 
narrative, persuasive, and informational report comp sitions. These genres were selected 
due to their alignment to the Common Core standards, nd were used to determine if 
genre has an impact on students’ writing performance.  
The third independent variable is the prompting condition: supported and 
unsupported. After stratification and matching, students were randomly assigned to write 
compositions in either a supported or unsupported condition. Both conditions seek to 
mirror the task environment proposed in the new SBAC and PARCC assessments. 
Students were asked to read a passage, plan, and then write a response to the passage. In 
the unsupported condition students were asked to wri e in response to a passage and a 
genre specific checklist they were asked to read with m nimal guidance and support (see 
Appendix D for examples). In contrast, in the supported condition all students were 
provided the read aloud accommodation for all texts in he prompt including the passage 
and the genre-specific planning checklist in order to minimize knowledge effects related 
to level of prior knowledge on topic and genre as well as to decrease the overall cognitive 
demands of the task environment. The use of the two different prompting conditions in 
the overall design will help determine the potential influence of the reading 
accommodation on a writing assessment given the new SBAC and PARCC writing 
assessment context. 
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Writing outcomes  
Given the small sample size in my study, I selected two dependent measures of 
students’ writing performance to represent students’ writing ability in each of the genres 
and prompt conditions. Prior to obtaining my final s mple size, I initially intended to use 
four outcome measures: (a) a holistic measure of writing quality, (b) an analytic rubric of 
writing quality; (c) a CBM measure that evaluates the number of correct-word-sequences 
(CWS) or grammatical errors in a sentence, and (d) a total word count measure. 
However, based on a G*Power 3.1 analysis for MANOVA models (Faul, Erdfelder, 
Buchner, & Lang, 2009), in order to get a medium effect size with 0.90 power and 4 
outcome variables (i.e. holistic, analytic, CWS, and word count) a minimum sample size 
of 124 participants would have been required. Based on my goal of aligning to the new 
writing assessment context, I prioritized the analytic rubric over the holistic rubric as it 
best matched with the rubrics provided by the PARCC and SBAC consortiums. In 
addition, the holistic rubric was highly correlated with the analytic rubric (r= 0.68 to 0.79, 
p < 0.00) suggesting a lack of independence, or failure to capture different aspects of 
writing quality. Of the two CBM measures that could be used to assess sentence level 
features of writing development (e.g., fluency) I chose the total word count measure over 
the CWS measure as it was more widely used in writing research to date (e.g., Beers & 
Nagy, 2010; Olinghouse & Graham, 2009, Hudson, Lane & Mercer, 2005; Scott & 
Windsor, 2000, etc.).  
My final measures included: (a) an analytic rubric to assess quality features of 
writing individually, and (b) total word count as a measure of sentence level 
development. The four point analytic rubric was used for each of the following four text 
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level features: organization, content focus, style, and conventions yielding a final 16-
point total (see Appendix F). In this context, organiz tion refers to a logical progression 
of ideas or events. Content focus refers to the writer’s ability to maintain focus on the 
topic or subject throughout the composition. Style consists of specific, developed details 
and skillful use of vocabulary that is precise and purposeful. Style also includes skillful 
sentence fluency such as varied length, good flow and rhythm, and varied structure. 
Lastly, convention refers to the writer’s control over grammatical conventions 
appropriate to the writing task such as sentence formation, standard usage including 
agreement, tense, and case, and mechanics including se of capitalization, punctuation, 
and spelling.  
In addition to a measure of analytic quality, I used one sentence level CBM 
measure of writing production: students’ total word count. The use of both dependent 
measures provided a more comprehensive assessment of students’ overall writing ability. 
It also provides researchers and teachers valuable information on students’ strengths and 
needs. Based on the findings from these writing assessments, areas for intervention and 
instruction may be determined.  
Procedures 
I collected data during the fall and winter of the 2012-2013 school year. In the 
fall, following IRB approval, I distributed permisson forms for all students and teachers 
at the 3rd and 5th-grade level. All writing assessments including the TEWL-3 and the 
narrative, persuasive, and informational report prompts were administered to all students 
as part of their regular classroom curriculum; however, I only collected and analyzed data 
from students for whom I had received permission.   
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Stratified Random Sampling 
This study included four participating classrooms (i.e., two classrooms each at the 
3rd and 5th grade levels). I randomly assigned students in matched pairs by classroom and 
grade level to either the supported or unsupported con ition. Students were initially 
assigned in matched-pairs based on their performance o  the TEWL-3, district reading 
assessment proficiency levels, as well as demographic characteristics, which included 
disability status, English learner status, and gender. See Table 1 for further information 
on students’ performance on the TEWL-3 based on lear er characteristics.  
Table 1 
Mean TEWL-3 Percentile Score (with standard deviations) by Age 
 N Mean 
General Education 41 78.90 (23.56) 
SLD 7 54.57 (25.07) 
EL 10 70.50 (22.35) 
Dually Exceptional 5 26.40 (28.62) 
Total 63 70.70 (27.87) 
 
 Race was not used as a stratifying variable as the majority of students were 
African American and Latino. Unfortunately, due to attrition, four of the matched-pairs 
were lost in the final sample. See Table 2 for frequencies of demographic subgroups 
across each condition in the final sample of the study.  
Table 2 
Demographic Characteristics by Condition 
 Supported Unsupported 
General Education Students 24 17 
Students with LD 3 4 
Students who are EL 4 6 
Students who are EL with LD 2 3 
Female 18 14 
Male 15 16 
Total 33 30 
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Nevertheless, while the original matched pairs across conditions changed in the 
final sample (n=63), there were no statistically significant differences in students’ 
performance on the TEWL-3 (p=.211) with the students in the supported condition 
performing on average .15 SD above the mean (SD=.99) and students in the unsupported 
condition performing on average .16 SD below the mean (SD=1.00). Furthermore, the 
students’ average reading performance level as determin d by the district assessments 
were equivalent at .03 SD below the mean (SD=1.00) for both students in the supported 
and unsupported reading condition.  This is significant in that the differences between the 
two conditions are that in the supported condition, students were read the prompt, while 
in the unsupported condition, students had to read the prompt independently.  
 Finally, because the school could not provide students’ individual socio-
economic status, this demographic variable was not u der consideration in this study. 
Prompts 
I administered three writing prompts to the participants: narrative, informational, 
and persuasive. When designing these prompts, I considered factors that have a 
significant impact on students’ writing performance. These factors included the genre 
mode, rhetorical specification, and wording and structure of the prompts as Huot (1990) 
found that moderately specified audience and structu e goals have the potential to 
increase writing quality relative to more open-ended prompting conditions and because 
Brosell (1983) and Smith et al. (1985) found that wri ing prompts with too much 
specificity with respect to audience and purpose can have a negative effect on writing 
quality. In addition, Puma (1986) found that writing prompts with a specified superior as 
opposed to peer audience might yield higher quality essays.  
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In accordance with the above findings, all writing prompts included a specified 
audience and genre-specific structure goals (see App ndix D). For the narrative prompt, I 
directed students to write a story for a story-writing contest to be published in the “Mini 
Pages.” a weekly kids insert that the children have seen in their local newspaper. For the 
informational report prompt, I directed students to write a report on pandas to be 
published by “Time for Kids” magazine. Finally, for the persuasive prompt, I directed 
students to write a persuasive article on whether or not kids should eat at Wendy’s to be 
published by the “Kid’s Post.”  
Based on findings from Huot (1990), I provided students genre specific structure 
goals in the form of checklists on pages for planning. Included on the planning pages in 
each prompt was a generic graphic organizer that followed an introduction, supporting 
paragraphs, and conclusion format from the Oregon State Department of Education’s 
Writing Performance Assessment. 
http://www.ode.state.or.us/teachlearn/subjects/elarts/w iting/resources/wrgraphicorganize
r1.pdf    These types of generic graphic organizers are mde available to all students on 
most state and district assessments, and have been found to have a supportive effect in the 
writing process (Marzano, Pickering & Pollock, 2001).  The specified audience cues were 
read to all students as part of the primary directions of the writing prompt. For the 
planning portion of the assessment, the general directions included a prompt to plan for 
five minutes. While all students received the written checklists in their assessment 
packets, only students in the supported condition were read the checklists. See Appendix 
E for scripted prompt directions for both the supported and unsupported writing 
conditions.  
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Huot (1990) also suggested that writing prompts that require a response to 
multiple texts may disadvantage basic writers relative to general and advanced writers 
more so than in open-ended and single-text response writing tasks (Smith et al., 1985). 
Dochy et al.  (1999) and Myhill (2005) note that another consideration when designing 
writing prompts is the potential effect of prior knowledge of content and genre on 
students’ performance. These authors noted that higher levels of content knowledge are 
associated with higher levels of performance in areas such as reading (Dochy et al., 
1999). In addition, it appears that middle school writers may be negatively affected by a 
lack of prior knowledge on expository genres relative o narrative genres (Myhill, 2005).  
Given the above findings with respect to prompt conditions and prior knowledge effects, 
an effort was made to provide all students additional content and genre knowledge 
supports when writing in the expository genres tested in this study. This included the use 
of a single-text writing response task for both the informational report and persuasive 
writing prompts and the genre specific planning checklists. For the informational report 
prompt, I provided students with a text that included photos, a map, and a diagram about 
pandas. For the persuasive prompt, I provided studen s with a sample of the Wendy’s 
menu as well as text that described possible reasons for and against eating at Wendy’s 
from the perspective of the character, Wendy, who was for Wendy’s, and from a doctor 
who was against Wendy’s.  
I differentiated texts for the 3rd and 5th grade levels using a Lexile analyzer 
ensuring that all texts fell into the Common Core sp cified Lexile range for each grade 
level (Grade 3=420L-820L and Grade 5=740L-1010L) http://www.lexile.com/using-
lexile/lexile-measures-and-the-ccssi/text-complexity-grade-bands-and-lexile-ranges/. In 
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the supported condition, students were read all of the content on these pages of texts as 
well as the genre specific checklists in the planning section. In the unsupported condition, 
students independently read all text in the prompts.   
In the narrative prompt condition, students were not pr vided a text to read, as 
prior content knowledge effects are less of a concern for narrative genres (Myhill, 2005). 
Instead, all students were provided a picture to write a response to (see Appendix D). In 
an effort to ensure that students wrote narrative stories that included story elements such 
as characters and a plot, I selected a picture that focused on a single character facing a 
problem; in this case a set of mystery paw prints.  
For every writing prompt, students were provided 5 minutes to either examine the 
picture in the case of the narrative prompt, or read the passage in the case of the 
persuasive and informational report prompts. Students were then given 5 minutes to plan 
their writing. After the 5 minutes were up, students were given 15 minutes to write their 
narrative, persuasive or informational report pieces. The timing of the writing assessment 
was structured to mirror that of the TEWL-3, which was used as a matching and control 
variable at the start of the study. Furthermore, I presented all writing prompts and 
supporting materials to teachers for review and feeback prior to the start of the study. 
This allowed teachers the opportunity to give feedback on the topic of the prompts to 
ensure that the topics were not familiar, but also ppropriately challenging.  
Prompt Administration and Counter-balanced Design 
 There were a total of four participating classrooms in this study consisting of two 
3rd grade and two 5th-grade classrooms. Matched pairs were created by classroom and 
across the grade level using the TEWL-3 and demographic variables. Students were 
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randomly assigned to one of two classrooms where the classroom teacher or I 
administered either the supported or unsupported prom t condition to the class on a 
rotating schedule to minimize any potential testing effects based on the administrator of 
the assessments. One assessment was given each week to each class over the course of a 
three to four week time period in the month of February depending on the class (See 
Table 3).  While there were slight differences in the length of time between assessments 
for each class, these differences were minimal given that at this school, students receive 
instruction in English and writing composition for nly half of the week as the other half 
of the week is spent in either a Spanish or French immersion setting.   
All students were assessed in each of the three genres u der review (narrative, 
persuasive, and informational report) in a counter-balanced design across grade levels 
(See Table 3).  The use of counterbalancing allowed for greater control of any potential 
testing effects based on the type and sequence of gnre that students were asked to write.   
Table 3 
Counterbalanced Test Administration by Grade and Condition 
Genre Type and Administration Date 
3rd Grade 
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Given unequal sample sizes, the variability in the time between assessments, and 
the counterbalanced sequence of the different genres across classes, I ran a MANOVA to 
assess the homoscedasticity of the dependent variables or the assumption that the 
dependent variables have equal variances across classes. This assumption is tested using 
Box’s M Test of Equality of Covariances (p>.001).  Box’s M Test showed that for 
measures of writing quality and word count, the assumption that variances across classes 
were equal was met: (a) holistic scores (p=.28); (b) analytic scores (p=.21); and (c) word 
count scores (p=.35).  
Data Collection and Scoring 
After all assessments were collected, I generated student identification numbers to 
blind student essays to control for potential scorer bias. Handwriting has been shown to 
have a significant effect on scorers’ rating of quality (Graham, 1999). To control for this 
effect, I typed all essays without corrections and used Microsoft Word’s word count 
feature to identify the total number of words each student wrote for each essay.  
In addition to length of essay, there was one other dependent variable of interest: 
an analytic quality measure using a16-point total rubric. I hired two outside raters to 
score the analytic rubric measures to eliminate any potential researcher bias from this 
measure in the study. The raters worked in pairs of tw  score the analytic measure. One 
of the raters was a doctoral student in special education, and the other was a master’s 
level student in the same program. 
Training. Raters were provided anchor and practice essays for training purposes 
from students whose parents permitted participation, but who did not complete the study. 
One of the 3rd grade teachers who participated in this study and I scored anchor essays for 
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the analytic measure to ensure that the analytic measur  was aligned with grade level 
expectations and construct and content validity threats were minimized.  
Scoring procedures. Upon completion of the training, the pair of raters worked 
together to score the student essays using the analytic rubric. There were a total of 63 
participants in the study who each produced three essays for a total of 189 essays to be 
scored. 
I randomly selected 25% of the student essays for the pairs of raters to score 
together to establish inter-rater reliability. I provided the analytic raters the same set of 
scoring directions (see Appendix I). In general, pairs of raters were asked to 
independently score essays in sets of five. After each set of five essays, raters were asked 
to share their scores to identify inter-rater reliabi ty. Before proceeding to the next set of 
five essays, raters were asked to review their score  for any essays in which their scores 
differed to help pairs of raters calibrate their scoring procedures so that they could 
consistently rate the remaining essays according to procedures outlined by De La Paz 
(1999). After establishing inter-rater reliability, all remaining essays were divided 
between the pairs of scorers and scored separately. Inter-rater reliability for the analytic 
essays were r=.86.  
Data Analysis 
The data analysis includes descriptive statistics, correlations, and inferential statistics 
using Repeated Measures ANOVA, paired sample t-tests, and Multivariate Analysis of 
Variance (MANOVA) procedures. The descriptive statitics indicate means and the 
standard deviations of students’ performance on the two dependent variables of interest in 
this study including total word count and analytic rubric scores by each genre under 
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review (narrative, informational and persuasive). The initial relations among all measures 
are shown through bivariate correlations. To address the first research question regarding 
the effect of genre on 3rd and 5th-grade students, a series of Repeated Measures ANOVS 
were conducted to see if there are statistically significant mean differences in students’ 
performance on each of the genres. To determine the nature of these differences, I 
conducted post-hoc contrasts using paired-sample t-tests. A Bonferroni correction to 
alpha (a /15 =  .003) was applied to control the Type-I error rate.  
Finally, three MANOVA analyses are shared to explore the effects of prompt 
condition, and grade level, on students’ performance on the two dependent variables 
mentioned above. The following section includes: (a) expected outcomes and 
significance; (b) a description and rationale for the Repeated Measures ANOVA and 
paired sample t-tests; (c) a description and rationle for the MANOVA methodology; (d) 
MANOVA models; and (e) a description of anticipated outcomes.  
Expected Outcomes and Significance 
There are a number of hypotheses that have guided my research. My first 
hypothesis is that in both conditions, students’ performance in expository genres will not 
be significantly lower and may even be higher than their performance in narrative genres 
due to the use of supports such as genre specific cues and topic content in the form of 
reading passages in both prompt conditions. Previous research suggests that children in 
the elementary grades are more likely to perform better in narrative genres because 
narrative genres are deemed less challenging and more familiar in the elementary grades 
than expository genres (DeGroff, 1987; Englert et al.,1988; Lee et al., 2011; Olingouse & 
Graham, 2009; Brodney et al., 1999; Hudson et al., 2005; Midgette et al., 2007). This 
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suggests that there may be developmental differences i  students’ performance across 
genres. There is, however, competing evidence to suggest that the task environment and 
the amount of prior knowledge students have on the topic and the genre may influence 
the effect of genre on students’ writing performance (Huot, 1999, and Myhill, 2005).  
If my hypothesis proves true and children do not inherently perform better in 
narrative genres than expository genres, this may suggest that given appropriate supports, 
expository genres are equally accessible and manageble for elementary aged-students. If 
students continue to perform significantly better in narrative genres despite the inclusion 
of audience and genre specific cues as well as topic content supports in informational 
report and persuasive writing, then my study will further support the belief that narrative 
genres are developmentally more accessible to elementary-aged students. Alternatively, if 
there are grade level differences in children’s performance across genres, this might 
imply that children’s abilities to write across genr s may be influenced by their overall 
development or that it may be a matter of increased instruction and exposure to different 
genres. 
My second hypothesis is related to the effect of the reading accommodation or 
supported versus unsupported condition. There is noresearch to date that examines the 
effect of the reading accommodation on students’ performance on writing assessments. 
Smith et al.’s (1985) work at the college level, however, suggests that there may be a 
relationship between a read and respond writing task environment and students’ writing 
performance based on different learner characteristics. More specifically, the authors 
found that advanced writers consistently outperformed the general and basic writers 
particularly with respect to the open-ended structure condition, but that general and basic 
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students were closer in their writing quality performance and advanced writers were only 
slightly superior to basic writers when given a one-text response condition. This finding 
supports my hypothesis that the use of a text to support topic knowledge for 
informational report and persuasive genres may be ben ficial to all students, but 
specifically basic or developing writers such as those in grade 3.  
Nevertheless, Smith et al.’s (1985) study looked at college level writers, which 
provides less insight into how developing readers’ abilities to respond to a one-text 
writing response might differ at the elementary level. Furthermore, Smith et al. found that 
in the multiple-text response structure, basic college level students performed 
significantly worse than their general and advanced p ers suggesting that as the cognitive 
demands for reading increased, students’ performance in writing decreased specifically 
for struggling learners. Accordingly, my third hypothesis is that based on the above 
finding. It might hold that 3rd grade children or younger readers at the elementary level, 
even with the one-text response writing condition, may still struggle significantly more so 
than their 5th grade peers.  
Repeated Measures ANOVA and Paired Sample t-test 
 To answer the first research question in this study related to the effect of genre on 
3rd and 5th grade students’ performance on overall writing quality nd sentence level 
features I used a Repeated Measures ANOVA, combined with post-hoc paired sample t-
tests. Repeated measures ANOVA is used when measuring an individual two or more 
times on the same dependent variables (Hinkle, Wiersma, and Jurs, 2003). In this study, I 
assessed students using the analytic and total word count measures for each of the three 
focus genres: narrative, informational, and persuasive. I also assessed the effect of genre 
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for each outcome measure by grade level. Using a standard ANOVA in this case is not 
appropriate because it fails to model the correlation between the repeated measures 
thereby violating the ANOVA assumption of independec . Repeated measures 
ANOVAs help to reduce potential error variance in cases where there is a great deal of 
variation between sample members where error variance estimates in traditional 
ANOVAs may be large.  
 There are several assumptions that underlie the use of repeated measures ANOVA 
(Hinkle, Wiersma, and Jurs, 2003). These include: (a) the sample was randomly selected 
from the population, (b) the dependent variable is normally distributed in the population, 
(c) the population variances for the test occasions are equal, and (d) the population 
correlation coefficients between pairs of test occasions scores are equal. In particular, if 
the last two assumptions are violated the Type I error rate can be seriously affected. 
Accordingly, I used  Mauchly’s test of sphericity (a measure that evaluates the variances 
of the differences between all possible pairs of grups) for each of the models to ensure 
that the population variances for the test occasions are equal.  
 In this study, I conducted repeated measures ANOVAs for each of the outcome 
variables to determine if the means for each outcome variable (analytic and total word 
count) differed significantly across each genre. Upon completion of this analysis, I 
conducted post-hoc contrasts using paired sample t-tests to determine the nature of these 
differences. A Bonferroni correction to alpha (a /15 =  .003) was applied to control the 
Type-I error rate. Upon completion of the initial analysis of the complete data set, I 
separately ran repeated measures ANOVAs and post-hoc contrasts using paired sample t-
tests by grade level.  
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Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) 
 To answer the remaining research question in this sudy related to the effect of 
condition, and grade level on overall writing quality and sentence level skills, I used 
MANOVA. According to Mertler and Vannata (2005) “determining the appropriate 
statistical technique relies upon the identification of the type of variables (categorical or 
quantitative) and the number IVs (independent variables) and DVs (dependent variables) 
all of which influence the nature of the research questions being posed” (p. 20).   
 The general purpose of MANOVA models is to determine whether multiple levels 
of independent variables (IVs) on their own, or in combination with one another have an 
effect on multiple dependent variables (DVs). In cotrast to Analysis of Variance 
(ANOVA) procedures, MANOVA is used to simultaneously tudy two or more related 
DVs while controlling for the correlations among the DVs.  
MANOVA models are guided by certain assumptions that were examined in this 
study (Mertler & Vannata, 2005, p. 123). These assumptions are: (1) the observations 
within each sample must be randomly sampled and must be independent of each other; 
(2) The observations on all dependent variables must follow a multivariate normal 
distribution in each group; (3) The population covariance matrices for the dependent 
variables in each group must be equal (this assumption is often referred to as the 
homogeneity of covariance matrices assumption or the assumption of homoscedasticity); 
and (4) The relationships among all pairs of DVs for each cell in the data matrix must be 
linear.  
In lieu of the homogeneity of variance used in ANOVA and t-test procedures, a 
MANOVA model examines the homogeneity of covariance or homostedacity. It is 
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assumed that the amount of variance within each group is comparable and that these 
results can be pooled to produce an error value that is representative of the population 
from which the groups in the sample are derived. Therefore it is also assumed that if there 
are large differences in error variance within each group, then the inferences generated 
from the estimated error measure for the model may be misleading.  
The statistical power of any test is limited by a small sample size as a greater 
amount of variance will be attributed to error in smaller sample sizes, reducing the 
chances of significant findings. A value known as Box’s M, given by most statistical 
programs, can be examined to determine whether the sample size is too small. Box’s M 
determines whether the covariance in different groups is significantly different. If the 
difference in groups is significantly different, then it is presumed that the sample sizes in 
each cell are inadequate to make statistical infereces (Ho, 2006).   
Generally speaking, MANOVA procedures are robust to moderate violations of 
normality and unequal sample sizes provided the model uses only a few DVs and a 
sample size of at least 20 in the smallest cell in the model (Mertler & Vannata, 2005). 
Given the relatively small sample size in this study (n=63), the limited number of 
participants in each sub-group under review (see Table 4), and the number of IVs and 
DVs of interest in this study, a MANOVA procedure was selected to minimize the 
potential for Type I error and incorrect statistical inferences. In addition, there are limited 
and uneven numbers in each learner characteristic subgroup (e.g., general education, 
students with LD, students who are EL, and students who are dually exceptional). As a 
result, I was unable to model these subgroup differences with any statistical significance.  
Table 4 
Number of Participants by Subgroup 




Grade 3 37 
Grade 5 26 





Alternative Procedures Considered and Rejected 
Finally, it should be noted that one alternative analysis procedure was under 
consideration for this portion of the study. Multiple Regression Analysis (MRA) can also 
allow investigators to examine main effects and interaction effects by group for a single 
outcome variable. A limitation of MRA in this contex  is that it does not allow for the 
assessment of group differences. The independent variables of primary interest in this 
study were the effect of grade level and the effect of prompt condition on writing quality 
as measured by both sentence level (total word count) and overall writing quality 
(analytic quality) variables. Accordingly, a MANOVA procedure was deemed the best 
fitting method of analysis for this portion of the study relative to the targeted research 
questions of interest.  
Post-hoc MRA analysis was attempted to determine if there might be statistically 
significant effects for condition and grade for non-general education students. 
Unfortunately, even when including all the outcomes for a collapsed learner 
characteristics group that included all students wih LD, students who are EL, and 
students who are dually exceptional in the study, the sample size was still only 22. As a 
result, there was insufficient power to generate statistically significant effects using this 
model. Based on a G*Power 3.1 analysis (Faul, et al., 2009), in order to get a medium 
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effect size with 0.90 power and 3 predictor variables (i.e. grade, condition, and learner 
characteristic) a minimum sample size of 99 participants would have been required.  
MANOVA Models 
Variables. Like ANOVA, MANOVA examines the degree of variance within the 
independent variables and determines whether it is smaller than the degree of variance 
between the independent variables. If the within subjects variance is smaller than the 
between subjects variance it suggests that the independent variables have had a 
significant effect on the dependent variables. In this study, there were three independent 
variables of interest. These included grade level (3rd and 5th), and condition (supported 
and unsupported).   
There were two categories of dependent variables of interest in this study: analytic 
quality, and total word count. It should be noted that initial writing ability and reading 
ability were controlled for in the stratified random sampling procedure through the use of 
the TEWL-3 and district reading assessment proficiency levels as matching variables.  
My primary interests in this portion of the analysis were to determine if there 
were main effects of condition, and grade level andif there were additional interaction 
effects. To address these questions, I created three MANOVA models. Each model 
focused on a different genre, and all of the independent variables yielding three 3 x 
(genre) x 2 (outcome variables) x 2 (condition, grade) MANOVAs.  
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 
Overview 
 This chapter presents the results of the data analysis conducted to assess the 
independent variables (genre, grade and condition) and dependent variables (analytic and 
word count measures) of this study. The two primary research questions that guide this 
study are:  
1. What is the effect of genre on 3rd- and 5th-grade students’ overall writing 
quality and sentence level skills? Is the effect of genre similar or different 
across grade levels? 
2. What is the effect of prompt condition (supported or unsupported) on 3rd- and 
5th-grade students’ overall writing quality and sentence level skills? Is the 
effect of prompt condition similar or different across grade levels? 
The results of the analysis in this study are organized into the following sections: (a) 
descriptive statistics and correlations, (b) effect of genre, (c) effect of condition and 
grade, and (d) conclusions. The first section presents descriptive statistics (i.e., means and 
standard deviations) of the raw scores for each of t e writing quality outcome measures 
by independent variable subgroups as well as correlations to present an overview of the 
data and sample. The second section provides the results of the Repeated Measures 
ANOVA and paired sample t-tests that seek to answer the first research question in the 
study. The third section shares the results for each of the three MANOVA models 
presented in the previous chapter that seek to answer research question 2. In addition, this 
section presents the results of post-hoc analyses to determine if the effects found in the 
MANOVA models were a function of small sample size or if these effects were 
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statistically unique. This chapter concludes with a summary of results.  
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations 
Description of the Variables 
The variables in this study include two categorical variables: (a) condition, and 
(b) grade.  The dependent variables in this study include one ordinal measure of quality 
(the analytic rubric) and one continuous dependent measure (total word count). The 
former measure provides a total score up to 16 points that is based on four, 4-point rubric 
measures, assessing organization, style, conventions, and content. All outcome measures 
were used to assess each of the three genres of focus in this study: narrative, 
informational and persuasive.  
Descriptive Statistics of Outcome Variables  
The variables of interest in this study are the impact of genre, grade, and condition 
on students’ performance in writing. Tables 5, 6, and 7 display means, and standard 
deviations for the outcome variables by condition and grade level and learner 
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Table 5 
Narrative Genre Means (and Standard Deviations) for Writing Outcome Measures by 
Condition, Grade, and Learner 
Outcome Condition Grade Learner 
Characteristic 
Means(Standard Deviations) 
Analytic Supported 3 GenEd 9.75 (0.87) 
SLD 9.50 (3.53) 
EL 9.00(1.73) 
Dual 11.00 (--) 
5 GenEd 12.92 (2.07) 
SLD 10.00 (--) 
EL 10.00 (--) 
Dual 8.00 (--) 
Unsupported 3 GenEd 8.23 (3.00) 
SLD 7.50 (2.12) 
EL 7.67 (2.08) 
Dual 4.00 (--) 
5 GenEd 13.75 (2.23) 
SLD 10.00 (0.00) 
EL 10.66 (2.08) 
Dual 7.00 (0.00) 
Word 
Count 
Supported 3 GenEd 85.08 (33.02) 
SLD 63.00 (49.50) 
EL 96.67 (25.58) 
Dual 108.00 (--) 
5 GenEd 161.66 (72.07) 
SLD 97.00 (--) 
EL 126.00 (--) 
Dual 27.00 (--) 
Unsupported 3 GenEd 75.69 (44.50) 
SLD 96.50 (85.56) 
EL 62.00 (25.63) 
Dual 26.00 (--) 
5 GenEd 167.75 (27.26) 
SLD 52.50 (14.85) 
EL 183.00 (12.17) 
Dual 27.00 (9.90) 
GenEd = general education students, SLD = students with LD, EL = students who are EL 
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Table 6 
Informational Genre Means (and Standard Deviations) for Writing Measures by 
Condition, Grade and Learner 
Outcome Condition Grade Learner 
Characteristic 
Means(Standard Deviations) 
Analytic Supported 3 GenEd 11.58 (1.38) 
SLD 9.00 (4.24) 
EL 10.67 (2.08) 
Dual 13.00 (--) 
5 GenEd 13.25 (1.48) 
SLD 15.00 (--) 
EL 13.00(--) 
Dual 4.00(--) 
Unsupported          3  GenEd  9.15 (3.31) 
SLD 8.00 (2.83) 
EL 9.00 (4.36) 
Dual 5.00(--) 
5 GenEd 14.75 (1.50) 
SLD 12.00 (1.41) 
EL 12.67 (0.58) 
Dual 11.00 (5.66) 
Word 
Count 
Supported 3 GenEd 10.47 (3.83) 
SLD 10.00 (2.94) 
EL 10.83 (3.43) 
Dual 9.00 (5.29) 
5 GenEd 66.83 (22.98) 
SLD 50.50 (33.23) 
EL 43.00 (14.73) 
Dual 47.00(--) 




5 GenEd 58.92 (29.80) 
SLD 54.00 (26.87) 
EL 60.00 (50.11) 
Dual 37.00(--) 
GenEd = general education students, SLD = students with LD, EL = students who are EL 
Dual = students who are EL with LD  
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Table 7 
Persuasive Genre Means (and Standard Deviations) for Writing Outcome Measures by 
Condition, Grade, and Learner  
Outcome Condition Grade Learner 
Characteristic 
Means(Standard Deviations) 
Analytic Supported 3 GenEd 9.83 (1.99) 
SLD 6.00 (1.41) 
EL 10.33 (0.58) 
Dual 12.00 (--) 
5 GenEd 12.17 (1.28) 
SLD 13.00 (--) 
EL 9.00 (--) 
Dual 6.00 (--) 
Unsupported 3 GenEd 9.38 (2.72) 
SLD 8.00 (1.41) 
EL 9.33 (0.58) 
Dual 7.00 (--) 
5 GenEd 14.00 (1.15) 
SLD 10.50 (0.71) 
EL 12.33 (1.53) 
Dual 11.50 (0.71) 
Word 
Count 
Supported 3 GenEd 73.08 (24.78) 
SLD 52.00 (49.50) 
EL 65.67 (40.00) 
Dual 52.00 (--) 
5 GenEd 125.8333 
SLD 143.00 (--) 
EL 111.00 (--) 
Dual 30.00 (--) 
Unsupported 3 GenEd 61.23 (39.23) 
SLD 47.50 (6.36) 
EL 41.67 (24.79) 
Dual 63.00  (--) 
5 GenEd 158.25 (53.01) 
SLD 77.00 (29.70) 
EL 141.67 (25.32) 
Dual 53.50 (2.12) 
GenEd = general education students, SLD = students with LD, EL = students who are EL 
Dual = students who are EL with LD  
Initially, I was interested in examining whether the effect of genre and condition 
was similar or different for students across grade lev ls and by learner characteristics 
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(e.g., students with LD, students who are EL, and stu ents who are dually exceptional 
relative to their general education peers). Unfortuna ely, due to the small sample sizes for 
each of the subgroups that include these populations (students with LD = 7, students who 
are EL = 10, and students who are dually exceptional = 5) I am unable to use inferential 
statistics to model any potential learner characteristic group differences. Furthermore, as 
demonstrated in the tables above, in many instances, th re was only one participant in 
each of these learner categories for each grade level and condition. Based on this, the 
variable of learner characteristic was removed from subsequent analyses, as any 
significant results would have little educational significance. 
Correlations  
 Bivariate correlations among the MANOVA variables (condition, grade level, 
total word count and analytic writing quality) are presented in Table 8. 
Table 8 
Correlations among MANOVA variables 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
1.ANANARR -        
2.ANAINFO .575**  -       
3.ANAPERS .653**  .562**  -      
4.WCNARR .602**  .454**  .589**  -     
5.WCINFO .461**  .577**  .477**  .774**  -    
6.WCPERS .509**  .414**  .574**  .791**  .826**  -   
7.CONDITION -.319* -.252* -.037 -.171 -.157 -.114 -  
8.GRADE .512**  .454**  .522**  .466**  .575**  .552**  -.089 - 
ANA=Analytic, WC=Word Count, NARR=Narrative, INFO=Informational, PERS = 
Persuasive 
** Correlation is significant at the .01 level (two-tailed) 
*Correlation is significant at the .05 level (two-tailed) 
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As expected, the outcome variables of total word count and analytic writing quality are 
significantly related to one another given the recognized relationship between writing 
quantity and writing quality (Graham, Berninger,  Abbott, Abbott, & Whitaker, 1997;  
Rankin, Bruning, & Timme,1994).  The condition variable was moderately correlated  
with the analytic narrative measure, and weakly correlated with the analytic informational 
measure. In addition, grade was significantly related to all outcome measures.  
Effect of Genre 
I conducted a series of repeated measures ANOVAs to answer the first research 
question: what are the effects of genre on 3rd and 5th-grade students’ overall writing 
quality and sentence level skills? The purpose of these tests was to determine if there 
were statistically significant differences between the means for each genre and for each 
of the writing measures used (analytic and total word count) in this study.  
Assumptions 
Repeated measures ANOVA tests follow certain assumptions (Hinkle, Wiersma, 
and Jurs, 2003). These include: (a) the sample was randomly selected from the 
population, (b) the dependent variable is normally distributed in the population, (c) the 
population variances for the test occasions are equal, and (d) the population correlation 
coefficients between pairs of test occasions scores ar  equal. In particular, if the last two 
assumptions are violated the Type I error rate can be seriously affected. Accordingly, I 
used Mauchy’s test of Sphericity (a measure that evluates the variances of the 
differences between all possible pairs of groups) for each of the models to ensure that the 
population variances for the test occasions are equal.  
Results  
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 I first assessed the effect of genre as measured by the analytic outcome variable, a 
measure of writing organization, content, style, and structure. Mauchy's Test of 
Sphericity indicated that the assumption of sphericity had not been violated, χ2(2) = 3.74, 
p = .16. The repeated measures ANOVA determined that the mean analytic scores 
differed significantly between genres F(2, 124)=6.94, p=0.00. Post hoc paired sample t-
tests using the Bonferroni correction revealed that students ability to write using the 
analytic quality measures in the informational genre over the narrative genre (11.52 vs. 
9.95, respectively), which was statistically significant (p=.00). However, there were no 
statistically significant differences (p=0.30) between the narrative and persuasive genres 
(9.95 vs. 10.43, respectively). Finally, there were no statistically significant differences 
(p=0.11) between the informational and persuasive genres (11.52 vs. 10.43, respectively). 
In effect, based on the analytic measure, students appeared to write best in the 
informational report genre with less success with overall organization, content, style and 
conventions in the persuasive and narrative genres. 
 I next assessed the effect of genre as measured by the total word count variable. 
Mauchly's Test of Sphericity indicated that the assumption of sphericity had been 
violated, χ2(2) = 6.05, p = 0.05. To address this issue, I performed a Greehouse-Geisser 
procedure, which corrects the degrees of freedom of the F-distribution. As such, the F-
test result is corrected from F (2, 10) = 12.53, p=0.001 to F (1.28, 6.38) = 12.53, 
p=0.0001. This correction elicits a more accurate significance value. By increasing the p-
value I can compensate for the fact that the repeatd measures ANOVA test is too liberal 
when sphericity is violated (Howell, 2002). With the Greehouse-Geisser correction, the 
mean total word counts differed significantly between genres F (1.83, 113.03) = 12.09, 
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p=0.00. Post hoc paired sample t-t sts using Bonferroni corrections revealed that students 
wrote more in the narrative genre over the informational genre (103.22 vs. 82.40, 
respectively), which was statistically significant (p=0.00). However, there were no 
statistically significant differences (p=1.00) between the informational and persuasive 
genres (82.40 vs. 86.06, respectively). Finally, there were statistically significant 
differences (p=0.02) between the narrative and persuasive genres (103.22 vs. 86.06, 
respectively). In short, students appeared to write the most in the narrative genre followed 
by the persuasive and informational genre.    
 The between subject effects for grade and word count were statistically 
significant. In order to determine the nature of these effects by each genre I ran additional 
repeated measures ANOVAS  for the writing quality (analytic) and writing quantity (total 
word count) variables for third and fifth grade separately. At the 3rd grade level, 
Mauchy’s Test of Sphericity was not violated for the analytic outcome variable χ2(2) = 
5.98, p = 0.05. The repeated measures ANOVA determined that the mean analytic scores 
differed significantly between genres F(2, 72)=3.71, p=0.02. Post hoc paired sample t-
tests using the Bonferroni correction revealed that 3rd grade students’ ability to write 
using organization, content, style and conventions wa greater in the informational genre 
over the narrative genre (9.97 vs. 8.73, p= 0.04) while there were no statistically 
significant differences between the narrative and persuasive and persuasive and 
informational genres. For the word count variable, Mauchy’s Test of Sphericity was 
violated at, χ2(2) = 6.13, p = 0.04. I therefore used a Greenhouse-Geiser correction 
yielding statistically significant differences in word count between genres F (1.72, 
72)=7.26, p = 0.00. Post hoc paired sample t-t sts using the Bonferroni correction show 
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statistically significant mean differences across all genres (p < 0.05) with 3rd grade 
students writing more in the narrative genre (M=79.30), followed by the persuasive 
(M=62.41), and informational genres (M= 58.65). 
 At the 5th grade level, Mauchy’s Test of Sphericity was not vi lated for the 
analytic outcome variable χ2(2) = 3.73, p = 0.16. Results of the repeated measur s 
ANOVA for 5th grade analytic writing quality show no statistically significant differences 
between genres. For the word count variable, Mauchy’s Test of Sphericity was not 
violated at the 5th grade level, χ2(2) = 1.51, p = 0.47. In addition, there were statiically 
significant differences between genres for the word count measure at the 5th grade level F 
(2, 50) =4.68, p = 0.01. Post hoc paired sample t-tests using the Bonferroni correction 
show statistically significant mean differences (p= 0.05) between the narrative 
(M=137.27) and informational genres only (M=116.19) favoring the narrative genres. 
There were no statistically significant mean word count differences between the 
informational and persuasive genres at the 5th grade level.  
These findings contradict previous research that suggests that writing fluency 
skills are predictive of individual differences in writing quality (Graham, Berninger, 
Abbott, Abbott, & Whitaker, 1997; Rankin, Brunning, Timme, & Katkanant, 1993). 
Furthermore, in past studies the effect of genre has s own that students appear to write 
more and achieve better quality essays in narrative genres relative to expository genres 
(e.g., Olinghouse & Wilson, 2012; and Camp, 1993). In this study, children did write 
more (p=.00) in the narrative genre (M=103.22 words) relative o the informational 
report (M=82.40), and persuasive genres (M = 86.06) overall and in both grade levels. 
However, in contrast, on the analytic measure 3rd grade students on average seemed to 
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perform best in the informational report genre with 5th grade students demonstrating no 
statistically significant differences in their ability to write using organization, style, 
content, and conventions across the genres.  
One possible explanation for students’ stronger performance in the expository 
genres relative to previous studies could be a functio  of the task environment and 
prompt structure in the current study. I hypothesizd that given the research 
recommended supports in the expository genres (e.g., specified superior audience, genre 
specific cues, graphic organizers, and topic and content supports through the provision 
of a text) the effect of genre or more specifically genre knowledge and topic knowledge 
may be minimized thereby making the expository genres more accessible to elementary 
writers. The results of this study with respect to the analytic score results support this 
hypothesis.  
Nevertheless, there was still a difference favoring the narrative genre for the 
word count measure. A possible explanation for the diff rence between students’ 
relative performance in each genre by total word count versus analytic measures could 
be attributed to how raters weighted each of the cat gories on the analytic measure. For 
the analytic outcome measure, I used a collapsed analytic variable that combined four 4-
point features of writing (organization, content, style and structure) to create a 16-point 
total analytic writing measure. In Table 9, I share th  means for each of these features 
by genre.  
Table 9 
Analytic Rubric Means by Category Features 
 Organization 
 
Content Style Conventions 
Narrative 
2.39  2.63  2.29  2.63 
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Informational 
2.38 3.20 2.59 2.95 
Persuasive 
2.21 3.19 2.21 2.69 
 
While the analytic scores for organization seem to be relatively equivalent, both 
the informational report and persuasive genres appeared to receive much higher ratings 
for content than the narrative genre. Graham (1990) argued that spelling words and 
writing letters might interfere with other aspects of composition such as planning, 
organization, and content generation. In the data above it seems that organization is a 
relative constant across genres while content and co ventions are higher for the 
informational and persuasive genres. This finding further supports the contention that 
providing students with content in the form of texts read prior to writing in the 
expository genres can mitigate the demands of content generation and help aid in areas 
of conventions such as spelling, thereby yielding essays that may be shorter in length, 
but higher in quality. In short, although perhaps tempered by a small sample size in the 
current study, prior results suggesting a better performance on narrative over expository 
genres only occurred for the length of the students’ writing. This suggests that students 
may not write better in narrative than expository genres.  
One concern, however, that is highlighted by the above data across the genres 
and analytic categories is that there were only two instances when average writing 
quality was above a 3.0 or effective range with most students performing in the 
developing range. Of the lowest performing students (total analytic score < 8.0 or an 
average of < 2.0 across each of the four analytic categories: organization, content, style, 
and conventions) 52% were general education students, 16% were students with 
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learning disabilities, 11% were students who are EL, and 20% were dually exceptional 
students. Given that the representation of these sub-groups in the overall sample is 65% 
(general education), 11% (students with LD), 16% (students who are EL), and 8% 
(dually exceptional students), the overrepresentation of students with LD and students 
who are dually exceptional in this low performing category is concerning.  
Effect of Condition and Grade Level 
 In the following section I share the results of three MANOVA models I used to 
identify the effects for the independent variables (condition and grade) in relationship to 
the outcome variables. These models seek to answer the remaining research question in 
the study that relates to the effect of prompt condition and grade level, on students’ 
overall writing quality and sentence level performance. In the following section, I will 
share the results of the MANOVA assumptions testing I conducted for the data in the 
study. I will then share each of the results for each of the dependent variables I modeled.  
Assumptions  
Tests for the four general assumptions for MANOVA procedures were examined 
by pre-screening the data to confirm its robustness to tatistical analyses. 
Independence. In this study, independence was established through the use of a 
stratified random sampling procedure.  
Normality Visual examination of a series of histograms for each dependent 
measure demonstrated that each was normally distributed.  
Given the limited sample size in each group for this study, I conducted a 
Mahalanobis’ D2 analysis to check multivariate normality for each of the groups of 
dependent variables in the four MANOVA models. This measure is a multidimensional 
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version of a z-score and it provides information regarding the distance of a case from the 
multidimensional mean of a distribution, given the covariance of the distribution. For 
each of the three models’ dependent variables therew  no significant outliers that 
would violate the multivariate normality assumption.  
 Linearity. Another assumption of the MANOVA procedure is that there are linear 
relationships among all pairs of dependent variables. This assumption was examined 
through bivariate correlations. Based on the bivariate correlation statistics, all models 
have DVs that are significantly correlated (p<.001 or p<.05).  
 Homoscedasticity. The last assumption of MANOVA is that population 
covariance matrices for the DVs in each group must be equal or in other words the 
models should have multivariate normality. This assumption is assessed through Box’s M 
statistic using an alpha value of 0.00. The assumption of homoscedasticity was met for all 
outcome variables in this study: (a) analytic p=0.10; and (b) word count p= 0.00.  
Procedures for analysis. In the following sections I share the results for each of 
the three MANOVA models I created to evaluate the eff ct of prompt condition and 
grade on each of the dependent variables. I first confirmed multivariate normality for 
each model. If multivariate significance was found for a variable, I then interpreted the 
univariate ANOVA results to determine significant group differences for each dependent 
variable (Mertler & Vanatta, 2005).  
 
Results 
 As expected there were statistically significant differences favoring 5th-grade 
students over 3rd-grade students across all genres and outcome measures: analytic 
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narrative, F (1, 59) =21.34, p <0.00, (Cohen’s d = 0.27); analytic informational, F (1, 59) 
=16.86, p < 0.00, (Cohen’s d = 0.22); analytic persuasive, F (1, 59) =23.40, p <.0.00, 
(Cohen’s d = 0.28); word count narrative, F (1, 59) =15.52, p <0.00, (Cohen’s d = 0.21); 
word count informational, F (1, 59) =27.83, p <.001, (Cohen’s d = 0.32); and word count 
persuasive, F (1, 59) =25.67, p <0.00, (Cohen’s d = 0.30). For the analytic informational 
variable, there was also a statistically significant interaction effect for grade level and 
condition, F (2, 58) =3.93, p <0.03, (Cohen’s d = 0.12). Table 11 shows means and 
standard deviations for writing outcome measures by condition and grade level for the 
analytic informational outcome variable.  
As evidenced in Table 10, 3rd-grade students performed significantly better in the 
supported condition with respect to the organization, content, style and structure of their 
essays (ES = 0.90). In contrast, statistical results indicated that students in 5th-grade 
students performed slightly better in the unsupported condition (ES = 0.12).  
Table 10 
Means (and Standard Deviations) for Analytic Informational Measure by Condition and  
Grade Level 
 CONDITION GRADE Means (Standard Deviations) 
Analytic Unsupported 3 8.79 (3.29) 
5 13.00 (2.53) 
Supported 3 11.22 (1.93) 
5 12.73 (2.79) 
 
Post-hoc Analysis 
To determine if this result was an effect of small s mple size, I performed a post-
hoc analysis to determine if there were any significant outliers that may be skewing the 
results. Stem and leaf plots and an Explore analysis in SPSS found three outliers for 
students in the data set. Students identified as outliers in the dataset included: (a) a third 
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grade boy in the supported condition identified with a learning disability, (b) a 5th grade 
boy in the supported condition identified as dually exceptional and (c) a fifth grade boy in 
the unsupported condition identified as dually exceptional. The initial sample had 33 
students in the supported condition with 5 students with LD or who were identified as 
dually exceptional, and 30 students in the unsupported condition with 7 students with LD 
or who were identified as dually exceptional. The removal of these three outliers yielded 
the following total numbers for each subgroup (supported = 31, and unsupported = 29), 
but decreased the number of non-general education students in the supported condition. 
To assess if this significantly changed the group means based on the stratifying variable 
of initial reading and writing ability as measured by the TEWL-3 and student reading 
levels, I ran an ANOVA test of means for this variable. Because there were no 
statistically significant differences between groups (p >.05), these outliers were removed 
from the supported and unsupported conditions for all further analyses.  
I reran the MANOVA analysis for all outcome variables and genres with these 
three outliers removed. As expected, grade level continued to be a statistically significant 
variable on both outcome variables across all genres. However, the data set with the 
outliers removed yielded a new area of statistical significance across the condition 
variable. For the analytic narrative variable, condition was statistically significant F (1, 
56) = 6.42, p = 0.01 (Cohen’s d = 0.10).  For this variable, the effect of condition favored 
the supported over the unsupported condition for both 3rd (9.82 vs. 7.84, respectively), 
and 5th-grade (12.50 vs. 11.40) although there was a smaller difference between the 5th 
grade students across conditions. There was still no statistically significant effect of 
condition for the persuasive genre or the word count measures.  
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 One possible explanation for why there was no statistically significant effect for 
the persuasive genre is that it is possible that students in this sample wrote using their 
general fund of knowledge as opposed to using the texts hey read as sources for 
generating ideas. Support for this idea comes from the fact that the participating school 
participates in a healthy eating program and curriclum. As a result, the current 
participants may have had adequate background knowledge on the topic of whether or 
not Wendy’s is a healthy food option, allowing them to bypass the need to read text. 
Accordingly, future research should consider the inclusion an additional variable that 
accounts for the use of evidence from the texts read to further isolate the potential effect 
of prior knowledge across these two genres.  
Conclusions 
  In summary, students on average performed best on an analytic measure (a 
measure of students’ organization, content, style and conventions) in the informational 
report genre, followed by the persuasive and narrative genres. Past studies have shown 
that students appear to write more and better quality essays in narrative relative to 
expository genres (Olinghouse & Wilson, 2012; and Camp, 1993;). In this study, third 
grade students performed significantly better in the informational genre over the 
persuasive and narrative genres with fifth grade students showing no difference in 
performance across genres. This finding supports the work of Huot (1999) and Myhill 
(2005) that contend that the task environment and the amount of prior knowledge 
students have on a topic and genre may influence the ffect of genre on students’ writing 
performance. With these variables controlled through the use of supports such as a 
common text, and genre and audience awareness cues, it appears that expository genres 
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are accessible and manageable for elementary aged students.  
In addition, while students still wrote more in the narrative genre relative to the 
informational and persuasive genres, in this study, the relationship between quantity and 
quality was not as explicit. While the word count ad analytic outcome measures were 
highly correlated across genres, further analysis of the means for the sub-categories of the 
analytic measure show that content, style and conventions were higher in the 
informational genre relative to the narrative and persuasive genres while the organization 
category was relatively stable across genres. This finding also supports the hypothesis 
that the inclusion of topic content supports through a commonly read text in the 
informational and persuasive genres may mitigate the demands on aspects of the writing 
process such as spelling and content generation. As such, while students may be able to 
write more in the narrative genre, this may not necessarily equate with quality when 
controls for topic and genre cues are provided in the informational and persuasive writing 
prompts.  
Another significant finding in this study was the effect of condition and grade 
level on students’ performance on analytic writing quality and total word count. As 
expected, grade level was a statistically significant f ctor in student performance across 
all outcome measures and genres. In contrast, the effect of condition was more variable. 
For the analytic informational variable, there was an interaction effect for condition and 
grade suggesting that for 3rd graders, there was a significant effect (ES=0.90) for the read 
aloud accommodation on the informational report genre favoring the supported condition. 
In contrast, at the 5th grade level students performed slightly better in the unsupported 
condition based on the means (ES=0.12). One possible reason for the discrepancy in the 
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effect of condition by grade level is the level of reading proficiency between 3rd and 5th 
grade students. Presumably, most 3rd grade students are still learning how to read. As 
such, the read aloud accommodation may help younger or weaker students overcome the 
additional challenge of the read and respond writing context. For 5th graders who are 
typically more proficient readers, the read aloud accommodation may potentially hinder a 
student’s ability to read and apply what they have learned from the texts to their writing. 
Further research into this effect is needed to confirm this hypothesis.  
In a post-hoc MANOVA analysis of the outcome measure  with outliers removed 
from the data set, condition was also found to have a statistically significant effect for the 
narrative genre favoring the supported condition for b th the 3rd and 5th grade although 
the difference in means was greater for 3rd than 5th (1.98 vs. 1.10). This finding further 
supports the hypothesis that the benefit of the read aloud accommodation may decrease 
as children become more proficient readers and writers.  
While there was no statistically significant effect of condition for the persuasive 
genre, mean differences between conditions across 3rd ( upported = 9.88, unsupported = 
9.11) and 5th (supported = 12.00, unsupported = 12.6) grade levels still demonstrate the 
same trend as the narrative and informational genres with the benefit of the read aloud 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 
This study provides insight into two important questions: What effect does genre 
have on early and intermediate elementary students’ writing performance? And, what 
effect does condition and grade have on students’ writing performance? Findings from 
this study are particularly relevant given the new Common Core writing assessment 
context that will require students to write in response to texts read thus revealing 
important considerations for both policy and practice. In this chapter, I first discuss the 
main concerns that this study addresses with respect to testing policy. I also discuss 
potential implications for instructional practice. I will then discuss limitations of the 
current study, and will conclude with a discussion of how the present findings relate to 
future areas for research in the field of writing assessment and instruction.  
Implications for Policy 
Olinghouse and Santangelo (2010) suggest that therear  four primary purposes 
for assessing students’ writing. These include assessing: (a) to identify children who are 
at-risk for school failure, (b) to inform instructional planning and modification, (c) to 
monitor students’ progress, and (d) to identify students for eligibility for special 
education services. Since the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act (ESEA) and the implementation of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) in 2001, a fifth 
possible purpose of assessment has been to determine the allocation of federal funding to 
schools.  
Given the high-stakes nature of standardized testing, it holds that an effort should 
be made to ensure that such assessments are fair and valid. The primary purpose of this 
study was to examine the effect of prompt condition, and genre on the writing and 
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sentence level quality of 3rd and 5th grade students. In an effort to mirror the testing 
conditions proposed in the new Common Core context, I assessed students in three 
genres: narrative, persuasive, and informational report (www.corestandards.org) using a 
read and respond to text writing prompt condition that will be used by both the PARCC 
and SBAC consortiums.  
The PARCC and SBAC consortiums have published accommodations manuals 
that limit the use of the read aloud accommodation on their writing assessments without a 
research-base to determine if there are potential wr ting construct validity threats given 
the new read-and-respond writing assessment context (Laitusis et al., 2012). The results 
of this dissertation study indicate that developing or younger readers benefit from a read 
aloud accommodation before writing, suggesting that t e new writing assessments may 
pose a threat for construct validity at the earlier grade levels. It holds that if developing or 
younger readers and writers perform more poorly in the read and respond writing 
assessment context without the read aloud accommodation, than these types of 
assessments may in fact be just another assessment of students’ reading abilities. Given 
the aforementioned purposes for writing assessment, the results of the current study 
support new concerns that writing assessments without support for reading text may be 
unfairly biased against students who are struggling readers. Another result from this 
study to take into consideration is the inverse relationship that the read aloud 
accommodation has on more proficient or older children. In this study, the benefits of the 
read aloud accommodation appeared to cease for older children and in some cases 
appeared to even hinder a child’s ability to apply what they had read effectively to their 
writing.  
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There are a number of potential policy implications that can be drawn from this 
study. First, it is clear that there is an effect of the read aloud accommodation on writers 
in the new assessment context. It is also clear that this effect may be different based on 
grade level and learner characteristics. Given this possibility, assessment consortiums 
such as PARCC and SBAC should consider how to appropriately accommodate all 
learners, but particularly developing readers and writers in the new writing assessment 
context. Starting in the 2015 school year, all 3rd through 12th-grade students will be 
formally assessed in the three genres explored in this s udy. In many states, this will be 
the first time students in the 3rd grade will be asked to write in a standardized testing 
context. For younger and developing readers, specialized testing formats or supports may 
be needed until they reach a level of reading proficiency that allows them to integrate 
what they read into their writing effectively to prevent any construct validity threats.  
Another area that warrants consideration based on the results of this study is the 
potential effect of task environment on students’ performance across the genres. Research 
on writing at the elementary level has shown that prior knowledge and task environment 
can have a significant effect on the writing performance of students in general education, 
as well as those with LD and students who are EL (Crosson et al., 2012; Olinghouse & 
Santangelo, 2010, Donovan, 2001; and McCutchen, 1998). Huot (1990) and Myhill 
(2005) suggest that a number of prompt condition factors can promote students’ writing 
performance across genres. These include a specified superior audience, the inclusion of 
genre specific cues, and the inclusion of background knowledge content support in the 
topic of the prompt particularly for expository genr s.  
In an effort to isolate the effect of genre and prompt condition, I implemented all 
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of the recommended practices proposed by current resea ch in all of the writing 
assessments in this study regardless of prompt conditi . These included a specified 
audience for each prompt (narrative = Mini-Pages, informational report = Time for Kids, 
and persuasive = Kids Post), supportive content texts for the informational report and 
persuasive genres, a focused picture prompt in the arrative genre, and genre specific 
checklists for each genre. Finally, all students were provided the opportunity to use a 
generic graphic organizer across all writing assessm nts, which has proven to have a 
supportive effect in the writing process (Marzano, Pickering & Pollock, 2001).  
Previous work suggests that children’s development in writing may vary by genre 
with most students in the elementary grades performing better in narrative over 
expository genres (e.g., Olinghouse & Wilson, 2012 and Scott & Windsor, 2000). In 
these previous studies, researchers predominantly used open-ended writing prompts 
across the genres where students were asked to write exclusively from their personal 
background knowledge and experience. For example, in Olinghouse and Wilson’s study 
students were asked to write in the following ways: (a) the narrative task prompted 
students to write a story in response to a picture of astronauts on the moon uncovering 
something on the moon’s surface, (b) the informational task asked students to write a 
report about outer space, and (c) the persuasive task asked students to write a letter about 
whether or not President Obama should build places to live in outer space. When viewing 
open-ended prompts of this nature, it is more difficult to isolate the potential effects of 
background knowledge of the topic from students’ ability to write effectively within each 
genre. This study contradicts earlier findings suggesting that when students are provided 
the task environment supports listed above such as ommon content from texts read, 
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expository genres such as persuasive and informational report writing may become more 
accessible. Additionally, it may further support the findings by researchers like Crosson 
et al. (2012) that suggest that background knowledge can have a significant impact on 
students’ performance across the genres. For example, there is evidence from this study 
that students may have used their background knowledge on healthy eating from their 
school program in lieu of the provided text to write their response thereby negating the 
need for a read aloud accommodation. Accordingly, an effort should be made to control 
for this effect.  
In addition, the above findings suggest that test-makers, researchers, and 
educators should make a concerted effort to include res arch-based writing supports such 
as a specified audience, genre specific cues, graphic organizers, and background 
knowledge supports when assessing students’ writing. While the use of a read and 
respond testing prompt may help to accommodate potential background knowledge 
deficits particularly with respect to informational report and persuasive writing topics, 
this study shows that a students’ reading ability may influence their ability to write. In 
order to isolate the construct of writing from that of reading, other vehicles for providing 
background knowledge on the topic in testing contexts should be considered. These could 
include read-aloud presentations or videos alongside texts such as those used in Scott and 
Windsor’s (2000) study.  In particular, the PARCC and SBAC consortiums should 
consider applying these strategies to the writing assessments they create to ensure that the 
targeted writing skills of organization, content, conventions, and use of evidence are 
isolated from other biasing factors such as background knowledge and reading ability. 
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Implications for Research 
A potential challenge facing researchers in the newwriting assessment context is 
the interpretation of the Common Core writing standards and its subsequent assessment. 
In particular, how researchers assess the role of gnre in a research context presents 
particular difficulties for the field. . Genre theory represents a multi-faceted and complex 
collection of ideas that are marked by regional, field-specific, and individual differences 
and similarities (Hyland, 2009). Swales (2009) suggests that there are multiple theories of 
genre including (a) a balance between constraint and choice, (b) the role of culture in the 
realization of genre exemplars, (c) a sense that genre volves in response to various 
constraints and demands, and (d) a nuanced approach t  teaching and gaining and 
understanding of genres. In the Common Core writing assessment context, it appears that 
there are also numerous interpretations of genre. For example, a PARCC published 
document that shares sample writing forms 
(http://www.parcconline.org/sites/parcc/files/PARCCSampleofWritingForms.pdf) lists 40 
sub-genres of writing as potential vehicles for asses ing the Common Core standards in 
grades 3-8. These range from prompting children to write satires, spoofs, testimonials, 
apologies, endings, biographies, fables, explanatios, and more. Given the wide range of 
possible genre prompts, that are being proposed by testing consortiums, researchers will 
likely have difficulty isolating and standardizing an approach to writing assessment 
research that can be repeated and also aligned with the demands of the school-based 
writing assessment context.  
Furthermore to date, most writing assessment research h s relied heavily on 
holistic measures similar to those used by the  Nation l Assessment of Educational 
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Progress (see http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/). In contrast, the new PARCC and 
SBAC rubrics are analytic measures that include a nw focus on the role that reading 
comprehension has on writing. Accordingly, an effort should be made among researchers 
to begin to standardize measures and assessment protocols to better align with the new 
writing assessment sample items being published by these two national assessment 
consortiums.  
Implications for Practice 
In this study the average rubric scores for the analytic measures placed most 
students at an inadequate or developing writing level. Students appeared to perform the 
most poorly in organization, style and conventions a d relatively better in the general 
inclusion of content. While the participants in this study may not be wholly representative 
of the elementary school population at large based on the fact that they attended a 
bilingual school, the results from this study imply that many elementary students may 
have good ideas to share, but lack the facility to express these ideas clearly and accurately 
through the written word. Research suggests that the quality of students’ writing is often 
impeded if they have difficulties with writing conventions such as spelling and 
transcription (McCutchen, 2000). Given the link betw en these two variables, additional 
emphasis on the mechanics of writing may be beneficial.  
 The newly adopted Common Core writing standards place a great deal of 
emphasis on structure and content, and place less emphasis on writing mechanics.  There 
are standards that specify language use in both speaking and writing, which include the 
use of various verb forms, sentence structures, and standard conventions. There is a 
concern that the separation of these skills from the core writing standards may lead to 
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their omission in daily instruction. As teachers work to design writing units of study, they 
should make a concerted effort to systematically identify the language standards that 
appropriately match the overall goals of the writing units they plan around the Common 
Core standards to ensure that sentence level skillsare consistently and repeatedly taught 
throughout the language arts curriculum.  
A commonly held belief in the world of reading instruction is that in "In K–3 
children are learning to read, and in 4–12 children are reading to learn" (Chall, Jacobs, & 
Baldwin, 1990; Chall and Jacobs, 2003). Unfortunately, in the new Common Core 
Context with students being asked to read and respond to texts in writing starting in 3rd 
grade, schools and educators can no longer afford to wait until 4th grade to explicitly 
make the connection for students that reading is a skill that needs to be applied to a 
broader context. Likewise, Houck and Ross (2012) argue that learning to read should 
continue well past the early grades as children are taught more sophisticated strategies for 
comprehension. In effect, learning to read and reading to learn should happen 
simultaneously across the grade levels.  
 A similar myth exists in the world of writing that suggests that in the early grades; 
narrative writing is more accessible to children than expository genres (Calkins, 1986, 
Olinghouse & Wilson, 2012; and Camp, 1993). This study disproves this assumption. 
Data now shows that when students are provided the appropriate task environment 
supports, elementary aged students can write effectively in expository genres. 
Accordingly, an effort should be made to give students sufficient opportunities to write 
across multiple genres. Teachers should shift writing instruction away from daily journal 
entries, to authentic and purposeful reasons to write across the genres on a regular basis. 
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Furthermore, based on the results of this study, best practices for writing assessment such 
as specification of audience, genre cues, and topiccontrol through the use of shared texts 
would likely be beneficial to students during general writing instruction throughout the 
school day.  
Given the poor performance of students across genres i  this study and in 
previous studies (e.g., Hebert, Graham & Harris, 2010), it is clear that students in the 
younger grades need more practice writing from an earlier age. In particular, students will 
likely need significantly more practice writing from texts they read. One possible effect 
of the learning to read and reading to learn myth may be that up until recently, 
elementary educators in the early grades have placed undue emphasis on learning to read 
without providing students sufficient opportunities to apply what they have read across 
multiple contexts such as writing. This coupled with the emphasis on narrative genre 
structures in both reading and writing in the early g ades may provide students with 
insufficient exposure to informational and persuasive text structures.  
Bridges (2012) argues, “Approximately half the texts an elementary school 
student should encounter should be nonfiction increasing to 70% by the time students are 
in high school.” (p.9). She also highlights the work f Yopp and Yopp (2006) and Jeong, 
Gaffney and Choi (2010) that suggest that in preschool through grade 3 children seldom 
encounter informational texts with 2nd graders experiencing 1 minute per day, and 3rd and 
4th graders averaging 16 minutes per day of exposure to these types of texts. Given the 
demands of the new Common Core context and writing assessment formats, it is 
imperative that teachers increase the amount of time hat students get to work with non-
narrative genres.  
EFFECTS OF PROMPT, GENRE, AND GRADE 
 131
One way to improve students’ level of engagement with complex texts across the 
genres is through close reading. Close reading is an nstructional method for reading 
instruction that is commonly seen at the secondary and post-secondary level, but less so 
in the primary grades (Fisher & Frey, 2012). The purpose of close reading is to give 
students the opportunity to read complex and higher Lexile leveled texts through 
supporting text-dependent questions that highlight the metacognitive skills necessary to 
make inferences about the text, determine the author’s purpose, and identify when 
something is confusing. Fisher, Frey, and Lapp (2012) contend that as students gain 
experience with reading texts that are quantitatively and qualitatively more complex, the 
materials they are able to read independently will increase as well. This is an important 
goal given that the Common Core standards have also included the adoption of higher 
Lexile band requirements from grade level to grade lev l (www.corestandards.org).  
According to Fisher and Frey (2012), close reading includes the following key 
features: (a) short passages, (b) complex texts, (c) limited front-loading, (d) text-
dependent questions, (e) repeated readings, and (e) annotations. The role of annotating in 
the close reading process is of particular interest in the writing assessment context. Text 
annotation is a common practice at the secondary level as students learn to make notes 
about the texts they read to support their analysis. Fisher and Frey note that this strategy 
is also “useful in analytic writing about text, as students consult their annotations to 
formulate arguments, analyze information, and make connections within and outside of 
the text.” (p. 186).  
In their meta-analyses of the relationship between r ading and writing, Graham 
and Perin (2007) and Graham and Hebert (2010) both show that writing has a strong and 
EFFECTS OF PROMPT, GENRE, AND GRADE 
 132
positive impact on reading comprehension and development. Unfortunately, up until 
recently, writing instruction and practice has not been a core part of the elementary 
curriculum. This is likely driven by the fact that prior to the adoption of the Common 
Core and the implementation of the PARCC and SBAC writing assessments, the 
assessment of writing has not been an expectation at the state and district level as it is not 
required for the purposes of meeting No Child Left Behind requirements 
(www2.ed.gov/nclb/accountability). Graham (2010) noted that in the primary grades, 
students spend only 20 to 30 minutes a day writing with little time spent writing in 
expository texts. Graham also notes that 40% of teach rs make few or no adaptations and 
spend very little time teaching the writing process. At the 4th-6th grade levels, students on 
average receive only 15 minutes a day of writing instruction with only 25 minutes a day 
for actual writing practice.  
Literacy blocks in elementary schools continue to be largely dedicated to reading 
work (Graham, 2010). One way to better integrate the goals of writing instruction and 
development into the literacy block is to more explicitly link the close reading 
instructional sequence to writing outcome measures. In this context, writing outcome 
measures should go beyond the use of annotations or short journal responses to text 
dependent questions. In the current close reading lesson sequence, students are asked to 
read a text multiple times in an effort to answer a series of text dependent questions that 
reveal aspects of the text such as author’s purpose, figurative language, text structures, 
and perspectives (Fisher & Frey, 2012). As close reading instructional approaches are 
used with greater frequency, an effort should be made to include an additional component 
to the close reading sequence that requires a culminating writing task that goes beyond 
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journal responses to assignments that require students to respond to reading in one of the 
three targeted genres of the Common Core (e.g., a narr tive, argumentative/persuasive, or 
informational essay). This would make the connection between reading and writing in the 
classroom more explicit for both students and teachrs.  
 Finally, both the PARCC and SmarterBalanced consortiums have reported that 
the new assessments will include some form of computer adaptive testing technology. 
Accordingly, students will need to gain familiarity and expertise with a number of 
technology based skills particularly with respect to word processing. MacArthur (1996) 
notes that word processing can support writing in several ways. These include: (a) the 
ability to produce neat and legible text for students who may have challenges with fine-
motor processing skills, (b) the ability to use editing tools to improve spelling, (c) the 
ability to use features such as cut and paste for the purposes of revising, and (d) the 
ability to publish work in a uniform format. Nevertheless, all of the benefits of word 
processing cannot be maximized without giving students opportunities for practice with 
such technologies.  
Graham and MacArthur (1993) found that typing skill and familiarity with 
different software and hardware features of technology were necessary in order for 
children to effectively utilize word processing features in their writing. They noted that 
this required regular access to technology. Unfortuna ely, Graham (2010) noted that over 
20 years later, students’ opportunities to work with technology in the elementary grades 
is still extremely limited with many elementary-aged children receiving little to no time 
to work on computers. Alternatively, there is a concer  that children may have access to 
certain technologies (e.g., iPads), but not necessarily technology that promotes writing 
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development and skills specifically. Furthermore, in a study of the differential effects of 
dictation, handwriting, and word processing for 5th and 6th-grade students with LD, 
MacArthur and Graham (1987) found that students with LD struggled with word 
processing skills and there was little to no difference between their handwritten and typed 
essays. For example, in their study students with LD wrote on average 4.6 words per 
minute, which was less than half of what they could produce by hand. In addition, the 
quality of these essays were significantly lower than those produced through dictation. In 
contrast, for general education students, research has shown that there is little difference 
in quality measures between dictated and handwritten (Hidi & Hildyard, 1983), and 
handwritten and typed essays (Daiute, 1986).  
Moving forward there is a concern that with the introduction of technology based 
assessments, additional variance that is outside of the realm of writing ability may be 
introduced into writing assessment. It holds that if ch ldren’s abilities to effectively use 
technology to demonstrate writing proficiency hinges upon their ability to access 
technology for regular practice, than students in school systems with less access to 
technology both at home and at school will be additionally disadvantaged. Furthermore, 
research to date shows that students with LD in particular may have greater difficulty 
mastering technology based writing applications than t eir general education peers 
(MacArthur & Graham, 1987). In a review by De La Paz (1999), she argues that one way 
to provide student with LD greater access to technology based writing requirements is 
through the use of adaptive speech-recognition systems (SR). She noted “while our 
understanding of the impact of dictation and SR system  on the composing of persons 
with LD remains unclear, the latter may allow indivi uals to transcribe at rates closer to 
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the speed of speech, a development that may result in improved writing for some.” (p. 
180). De La Paz’s work coupled with the findings from MacArthur and Graham (1987) 
regarding students with LD’s ability to compose higher quality texts under dictation 
conditions bring to the forefront another important consideration for writing assessment.  
It holds that if the new writing assessment measures will require some form of computer-
based technology, than the role of word processing and assistive technologies for writing 
warrants further investigation particularly with respect to students who may be 
disadvantaged socially, economically, linguistically, or academically.  
Limitations 
A significant limitation to this study was the sample size. While there were 63 
participants in this study, my goals of assessing the effects of interest required the 
reduction of this total population into two conditions shrinking the sample size across 
these groups to 33 and 30 respectively. As a result, there were significant limits to my 
ability to disaggregate student performance across student subgroups such as students 
with LD, students who are EL, and students who are dually exceptional. Additionally, 
due to limits in sample size and its resulting effect on power, I was unable to run 
statistical analyses for all outcome variables thatI collected data for. In addition to the 
analytic and total word count variables, I had also collected data using a holistic and 
correct-word sequence variable. For the purposes of this study, as I was limited in the 
number of variables I could enter into the models to achieve statistically significant 
results (Faul, et. al., 2009). Accordingly, of the wo measures of writing quality (holistic 
and analytic) I prioritized the analytic outcome variable that was best aligned with the 
PARCC and SBAC assessment measures. I then selected the sentence level variable that 
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was most frequently used in research to date at this developmental level (e.g., Beers & 
Nagy, 2010; Olinghouse & Graham, 2009, Hudson, Lane & Mercer, 2005; Scott & 
Windsor, 2000, etc.), in this case the total word count measure.  
Additionally, the population at my selected school setting is very unique. The 
combination of its urban setting, immersion program and the diversity of students may 
present threats to external validity factors such as generalizability of individuals. 
Unfortunately, there was also very limited information available on students’ baseline 
skills across grade levels and learner sub-groups. While I was able to obtain some 
information on students EL levels, students with LD were only designated by the 
presence or absence of an IEP. In addition, due to the fact that 3rd grade was the first 
standardized testing year, there was limited baseline data on the 3rd grade students to 
compare. Another limitation in this study was that I was not able to isolate the potential 
effects of instruction due to limited access to teachers for follow-up interviews regarding 
their reading and writing instruction practices in the classroom. In the persuasive writing 
task, students’ background knowledge on healthy eating habits, types of food, etc., 
through their school-based program may have skewed the results for the persuasive genre 
assessment that asked students to argue whether Wendy’s was a healthy choice. Given 
the possibility of instructional effects on student performance, additional information on 
students’ backgrounds and learning experiences in the classroom would have been 
helpful to contextualize the above findings.  
Finally, while the use of multiple assessment measures and multiple assessments 
helped to control for mono-method bias and mono-operation bias, it may have lead to 
threats to internal validity in the areas of fatigue, and history.  
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Future Research 
 There are a number of potential areas for future res arch. First, future studies 
should attempt to include more schools in order to include a larger sample size 
particularly with respect to subgroups of interest such as students with LD and students 
who are EL. In addition, researchers should consider duplicating the above study with 
varying settings to see if the findings above might be unique to urban and/or immersion 
classroom populations.  
Another area to further explore is the effect of the read aloud accommodation on 
developing readers and students with different learn r characteristics. This study presents 
preliminary findings to suggest that the read aloud accommodation is supportive of 3rd
graders, but less so of 5th graders. Furthermore, the effect of the read aloud 
accommodation on struggling learners appears to be extr mely variable suggesting that 
individual learning characteristics beyond broad categories such as students with LD, 
students who are EL and students who are dually exceptional may influence the efficacy 
of this accommodation.  
While the read aloud accommodation appears to consiste tly support younger and 
developing readers overall, its effect for students wi h LD, students who are EL, and 
dually exceptional students is not yet known and should not be taken as wholly beneficial 
to these subgroups in the writing assessment context. D scriptive statistics for these 
subgroups in this study show that there was a large mount of variability in students’ 
performance across conditions and genres. One possible explanation for this phenomenon 
comes from the field of neuroscience. Recent research suggests that some language-based 
learning disabilities that lead to challenges with literacy skill development can be 
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attributed to auditory processing issues (Heim, Keil, Choundhury, Friedman & Benasich, 
2013 and Lehongre, Ramus, Villiermet, Schwartz, & Giraud, 2011). Given that the read 
aloud accommodation relies on providing children auditory stimuli, this accommodation 
may not be as supportive to struggling readers as originally hypothesized. Unfortunately, 
given the small sample size for each of the subgroups in this study, and the likelihood for 
selection bias and the influence of individual differences on the group comparisons 
requires additional research to generate conclusive findings. 
Accordingly, another possible research avenue could be to further investigate the 
procedure for providing the read aloud accommodation to see if there is a differential 
effect for students depending on the population. For example, all students may receive 
more benefits from the read aloud accommodation if they are first asked to read texts on 
their own. This could be true for not only writing assessments, but also for reading and 
math assessments that warrant the read aloud accommodation as well. Alternatively, 
other reading accommodations other than the read aloud accommodation could be more 
effective such as providing students the opportunity to read smaller segments of text over 
an extended period of time.  
 In this study, depending on the measure of interes, students on average appeared 
to write better or equivalently well in the expositry genres (persuasive and informational 
report) as they did in the narrative genres. Potential causes for this shift in students’ 
performance from stronger narrative writing than expository writing as seen in previous 
studies (e.g., Olinghouse & Wilson, 2012; and Camp, 1993) could be related to various 
features included in the task environment or prompting condition. These included 
supports such as a specified audience, genre specific checklists, graphic organizers, and 
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the inclusion of texts to read to support background k owledge on the topic. 
Nevertheless, the design of the current study did not allow for the isolation and 
exploration of how and why these factors may have influenced students’ stronger 
performance in the expository genres over the narrative genre or to factor in other 
influences such as increased attention by teachers to these genres in response to policy 
changes such as the CCSS-ELA. Future studies should c nsider testing the effects of each 
of these supports individually and conjointly within and across genres to identify the best 
possible combinations of supports for developing writers.  
 The new writing assessment formats also warrant further exploration. If the next 
generation writing assessments will all follow the read and respond type of structure, 
additional research into the effect of different types of texts and task environments are 
needed to ensure that these types of writing assessment  can reliably assess the construct 
of writing as opposed to reading.  In particular, fu ther analysis of writing samples to 
determine the relationship between students’ use of evidence from texts and their 
resulting writing quality is warranted. While in this study I did not use an analytic rubric 
that included a category on the use of evidence from text read, this is a category on both 
the PARCC and SBAC rubrics. Accordingly, adding this variable should be an area for 
future research as well.  
In addition to exploring the effects of different types of accommodations and 
supports for struggling learners, specific attention should be directed to exploring how 
dually exceptional students who are EL and have LD write. Very little is known on how 
this growing population of students write and given their poor performance relative to all 
other peers in this study, this population deserves additional support and attention. 
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Moving forward, qualitative analysis of the writing of the participants in this study could 
yield interesting insights into similarities and differences, as well as areas of strengths 
and needs in the writing of this sub-group of students.  
Finally, given the new computer based technology assessment formats that will be 
introduced with the SBAC and PARCC assessments, resea ch into the effect of word 
processing and assistive technology programs on writing performance warrants further 
review. In particular, an effort should be made to xplore the potential biasing effects that 
may be included in writing assessments that require proficiency in technology for 
students who may have limited access to such resources such as those students who are 
socially, economically, linguistically, and academically disadvantaged.  
Conclusions 
The current study is significant for several reasons. First, the findings in this study 
offer a more refined view on the factors that affect student performance within and across 
genres such as prior knowledge on the topic and genre, as well as the potentially unique 
effect of the read aloud condition on students in different grade levels. By better isolating 
these factors, researchers will hopefully be able to gain a better understanding of whether 
or not students’ writing performance across different genres is a function of development, 
differences in levels of cognitive demands across ta ks, prior knowledge, or learner 
characteristics. This may in turn allow educators t appropriately identify benchmarks 
and standards for learning. Second, findings from this study may afford the opportunity 
to gain a more holistic understanding of how to better prepare students to write in in the 
SBAC, PARCC, and Common Core writing context. Finally, findings from the current 
study could be used to further develop standardized writing assessments and formative 
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classroom assessments that minimize known biases to impr ve measurement practices 
and ultimately, instruction and curriculum.  
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groups were compared, the results suggested that 
learning disabled students were less aware than 
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strategies, steps in the writing process, strategies 
for presenting expository ideas, and procedures 
for selecting and integrating information from 
multiple sources. Discrepancies between learning 
disabled and low-achieving writers also emerged 
in the metacognitive interview in terms of ability 
to (a) control and regulate the writing process, (b) 
use organizational strategies or text structures to 
generate or group ideas, and (c) monitor the 
quality of texts. When performance on the 
composition and metacognitive measures was 
related, the results revealed that the strongest 
relationship existed between writing performance 
and the following metacognitive variables: 
students' awareness of modeled writing strategies, 
students' knowledge of processes related to 
monitoring the completeness of text, and students' 
categorizing abilities. These findings suggest that
writing instruction should focus on both the 
development of students' metacognitive 
knowledge of the expository writing process and 
the organizational strategies for generating, 
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elements, and irrelevant) together made a unique 
and significant contribution to the prediction of 
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beyond the 7 control variables. In addition, older 
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abilities in writing. Findings support the 
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is an important element in early writing 
development and that such knowledge is an 
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A significant (p < .001) multivariate F-ratio 
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APPENDIX B 
Validity Criterion and Definitions 
Category Criterion  Definition 
Internal Validity Selection Systematic differences in participants may account for outcome differences.  
Testing Repeated exposure to an assessment measure may impact subsequent scores, making 
it difficult to ascertain effect of an independent variable. 
Instrumentation Changes in measurement protocols (e.g., instruments, rubrics, assessments) may 
account for outcome differences.  
Construct Validity Inadequate explication of construc s Construct defined too broadly or narrowly which may lead to incorrect inferences 
about the relationship between the variables examined.  
Construct confounding Presence of other possible constructs that may mask the effects of the measured 
construct. 




Violated assumptions of statistical 
tests 
Selecting an inappropriate statistical assumption may lead to over- or underestimating 
of an intervention’s effect size. 
Unreliability of measures Measurement error weakens the relationship between two variables and strengthens 
or weakens the relationships among three or more variables. 
External Validity Generalize to individuals An effect found with certain individuals might not hold if other individuals had been 
studied.  
Generalize to other assessment 
outcomes 
An effect found on one kind of assessment may not hold if other assessments had 
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  Internal Validity Construct Validity Statistical Co nclusion Validity External Validity 


















































Kazelskis (1999) NO n/a NO YES YES YES YES YES NO NO 
Task 
Effects 
Hudson, Lane, and 
Mercer (2005) YES NO NO NO NO NO NO YES YES NO 
Task 
Effects 
Midgette, Haria & 
MacArthur (2007) YES n/a NO NO NO NO YES NO NO NO 
Genre 
Effects 
Beers and Nagy 
(2010) NO NO NO NO NO NO NO NO NO NO 
Genre 
Effects 
Prater and Padia 
(1983) YES YES NO NO NO NO NO NO YES NO 
Genre 
Effects 
Scott & Windsor 
2000 YES YES YES NO YES YES YES YES NO NO 
 
 




APPENDIX D: Narrative, Informational and Persuasive Prompts 
 
 










Take a look at the picture. What do you think has happened? Can you create an 
interesting and exciting story about this picture for the “Washington Post Mini-
Pages”? You can use the space below to plan or the graphic organizer on page 4.  
 
Remember  . . . 
 
 
 A good story has a beginning that includes the setting, characters, and an 
introduction to the problem. Take a moment to think about the characters. 





 A good story also has a middle that has interesting details and action. Take 
a moment to think about what the most exciting part of your story will be. 





 Finally, a good story has an end with a great solution. How will your 
character solve his problem?  
 
 
Plan your story for the “Washington Post Mini-Page” here or on the graphic 
organizer: 










Write your story for the “Washington Post Mini-Page” here:  
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            




            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
             





Edit your paper to be sure that: 
 You used good grammar; 
 You used capital letters and punctuation marks correctly; 
 You spelled words correctly; and 
 You let your readers know where you started new paragraphs. 
 You checked your paper to make sure that it is the way that you want 



























      











Pandas live in the forest and eat 
bamboo, insects, bulbs and fruit. 
Giant pandas eat as much as 22 
pounds of bamboo a day.
 
 155







   
  
Panda cubs are born with their eyes 
closed. Panda cubs are about the 
stick of butter at birth. When they are born 
they are hairless and helpless. 
Pandas are originally 
from China. Pandas 
are an endangered 
species. Currently, 
there may be only 
around 2000 left 
living in the wild.
 
size of a 
 














The panda mother takes great care not 
to harm the baby panda. For several 
days after birth, the mother does not 










                                           
Pandas have 
black and 
white fur and 
are about 5 
feet long. 
Male pand
can weigh up 
to 330 pounds. 
Pandas use their teeth to peel off 
the tough outer layers of the 
bamboo stalk to reveal the soft 










Remember that as informational report writers, you’ll want to include your 
information about pandas in a particular order. You can use the space below to 
plan or the graphic organizer on page 5:   
 
 
0 You should start by introducing your topic in a sentence. Take a 




0 You should include main ideas and supporting details. What were some 
of the main ideas in the passage? What were the supporting details that 
went with them? Take some time to think about how to organize these 




0 You should also include words that help the reader follow your 




0 Finally, you should provide a conclusion. 
 
Plan your informational report about pandas for “Time for Kids” here or on the 
graphic organizer: 
 








Write your informational report about pandas for “Time For Kids” here:  
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            




            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
             
 




Edit your paper to be sure that: 
 You used good grammar; 
 You used capital letters and punctuation marks correctly; 
 You spelled words correctly; and 
 You let your readers know where you started new paragraphs. 
 You checked your paper to make sure that it is the way that you want 






























































Garden Side Salad 
Caesar S a l a d  
Apple Slices 







Made when you 
order it.  
 
Total 
Calories       
Grilled Chicken Go Wrap 




Wendy’s food is fast and 
inexpensive. Wendy’s offers 
healthy options like baked 
potatoes and salads as well 
as “smart snacks” in smaller 
sizes. For example, instead of 
a regular sized burger, you 
can buy a junior burger
which has significantly fewer 
calories. Wendy’s food is also 
made fresh to order with 
fresh ingredients. Unlike 
many other fast food 
restaurants, Wendy’s does 
not pre-make their menu 





Approximately 1/3 of 
Americans are overweight. 
One reason for this is the 
amount of fast food that 
Americans consume on a 
regular basis. Wendy’s food is 
high in fat and calories. Even 
their junior bacon 
cheeseburger has 400 calories 
and 24 grams of fat! Th
over half the total amount of 
fat a child should eat in one 
day. Children should not eat 
foods at Wendy’s because such 
foods may lead to heart 
attacks and other serious 
health problems.   
 


















Total Calories       Fat (g)











Made when you order it.  

























You decide: Is Wendy’s a good choice for kids? 
 
Remember that as persuasive writers, you’ll want to be sure to include 
information in a particular order.   You can use the space below to plan or the 
graphic organizer on page 4:   
 
0 You should start by stating your opinion. Are you for Wendy’s or 




0 You should include reasons and evidence to support your opinion. What 
are some of your reasons for or against Wendy’s? What is the evidence that 
goes with those reasons? Take some time to think about how to organize 





0 You should also include words that help the reader follow your 
thinking, such as for example and because.  
 
 
0 Finally, you should provide a conclusion that restates your opinion.  
 


























Write your persuasive essay for the “Kid’s Post” on the lines below.  
Is Wendy’s a good choice for kids? Why or why not? 
 
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            




            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
             
 




Edit your paper to be sure that: 
 You used good grammar; 
 You used capital letters and punctuation marks correctly; 
 You spelled words correctly; and 
 You let your readers know where you started new paragraphs. 
 You checked your paper to make sure that it is the way that you want 




























APPENDIX E: Prompt Directions 
 




1. Before starting the test, tell students: “Please write your name, teacher, grade, and 
date on the front of this packet.” 
 
2.  Teacher says, “When you are ready, turn to page 2. Imagine that you are a 
reporter for “Time for Kids” Magazine. You’ve just been assigned to write an 
informational report article about pandas for their  latest edition on endangered 
animals. Before you being, I am going to read to you from a passage about pandas 
for five minutes. You may highlight and mark key information as I read. Then you 
will write an informational report about what you h ave learned.” Read all of the 
content in the passage including the diagram (read counter-clockwise) and the map (use 
the class color print out as needed). “In the remaining time, you may reread the 
passage.”  
 
3. After the 5 minutes are up the teacher says, “Before you begin writing, you will have 
5 minutes to plan your report in the space provided. (Set timer for 5 minutes and read 
the following in approximately 1 minute intervals). Turn to page 4. Remember that as 
informational report writers, you’ll want to includ e your information about pandas 




in a particular order. You can use the space below to plan or the graphic organizer 
on page 5:   
 
 You should start by introducing your topic in a sentence. Take a moment 
to think. What is your informational report going t o be about? Pause to allow 
students time to record their thoughts.  
 
 You should include main ideas and supporting details. What were some of 
the main ideas in the passage? What were the supporting details that went 
with them? Take some time to think about how to organize these ideas.  
Pause to allow students time to record their thoughts. 
 
 You should also include words that help the reader follow your thinking, 
such as for example and also. Pause to allow students time to record their 
thoughts. 
 
 Finally, you should provide a conclusion. Pause to allow students time to 
record their thoughts. 
3. Teacher says, “You may now have 15 minutes to write your informational report 
for the Time for Kids article. I will warn you when  you have 3 minutes left. You 
may begin now.” At the 3 minute warning state “You have 3 minutes left. Please begin 
to finish your writing. Remember to edit your paper to be sure that 
 You used good grammar; 




 You used capital letters and punctuation marks correctly; 
 You spelled words correctly; and 
 You let your readers know where you started new paragraphs. 
 You checked your paper to make sure that it is the way that you want 
readers to read it. 
At the end of the 15 minutes say, “Your 15 minutes are up, please put your pencils 
down and turn to the last page in your packet. I will now ask you to answer 
questions to a brief questionnaire. I will read the directions and questions to you.” 
Read the questionnaire items on the last page. Thencollect all writing packets.  









1. Before starting the test, tell students: “Please write your name, teacher, grade, and 
date on the front of this packet.” 
 
 
2.  Teacher says, “When you are ready, turn to page 2.  Imagine that you are a 
reporter for “Time for Kids” Magazine. You’ve just been assigned to write an 
informational report article about pandas for their  latest edition on endangered 
animals. First, you are going to read a passage about pandas for five minutes. You 
may highlight and mark key information as you read. Then you will write an 
informational report about what you have learned. You may begin now.” 
 
3. After the 5 minutes are up the teacher says, “Before you begin writing, you will have 
5 minutes to plan your report in the space provided. Turn to page 4. You may begin 
now.” 
 
4. After 5 minutes, teacher says, “You will now have 15 minutes to write your report 
for the Time for Kids article. You may begin now.” When there are 3 minutes left say, 
“You have 3 more minutes to write your report. Be sure to reread what you have 
written to make sure it makes sense. ” After the 15 minutes are over say, “Your 15 
minutes are up, please put your pencils down and turn to the last page in your 
packet. I will now ask you to answer questions to abrief questionnaire. I will read 




the directions and questions to you.” Read the questionnaire items on the last page. 
Then collect all writing packets.  
 




Narrative Supported Writing Prompt 
(25 minute administration time) 
----Administration Instructions----  
TO BEGIN ADMINISTRATION:  
1. Before starting the test, tell students: “Please write your name, teacher, grade, and 
date on the front of this packet.” 
 
2. Begin testing by saying: “The Washington Post Mini-Pages is having a story 
writing contest for a picture they have posted. In a few moments I am going to show 
you the picture they want you to write your story about. Open your booklet to page 
2.”  Show the students the Picture on the overhead or whiteboard. Say: “I want you to 
write a story about this picture.” Take the next five minutes to carefully look at the 
picture. Be sure to examine all of the details in the picture. Now, before you start, 
take some time to plan your story. (Set timer for 5 minutes and read the following in 
approximately 1 minute intervals). 
 
Take a look at the picture. What do you think has happened? Can you create an 
interesting and exciting story about this picture? You can use the space below to 
plan or the graphic organizer on page 4.  
 
 
Remember  . . . 
 
 A good story has a beginning that includes the setting, characters, and an 
introduction to the problem. Take a moment to think about the characters. 
What are their names? What might his problem be?  Pause to give students 
time to record their thoughts. 
 
 A good story also has a middle that has interesting details and action. Take a 
moment to think about what the most exciting part of your story will be? 




What will the characters do and feel? Pause to give students time to record their 
thoughts. 
 
 Finally, a good story has an end with a great solution. How will your 
character solve his problem? Pause to give students time to record their 
thoughts. 
 
3. After 5 minutes have elapsed, say: “You will have 15 minutes to write your story for 
the “Washington Post Mini-Page” contest. Use your imagination to make your story 
as interesting as you can. Also, use paragraphs, good spelling, and the right 
punctuation to make your story the best it can be. Remember to write neatly.” 
Pause, then say: “Begin writing now.” 
 
 
4. When 12 minutes have lapsed, say: “You have 3 minutes left. Please begin to finish 
your writing. Remember to edit your paper to be sure that 
 You used good grammar; 
 You used capital letters and punctuation marks correctly; 
 You spelled words correctly; and 
 You let your readers know where you started new paragraphs. 
 You checked your paper to make sure that it is the way that you want 
readers to read it. 
At the end of the 15 minutes say, “Your 15 minutes are up, please put your pencils 
down and turn to the last page in your packet. I will now ask you to answer 
questions to a brief questionnaire. I will read the directions and questions to you.” 
Read the questionnaire items on the last page. Thencollect all writing packets.  





Narrative Unsupported Writing Prompt 
(25 minute administration time) 
----Administration Instructions----  
TO BEGIN ADMINISTRATION:  
1. Before starting the test, tell students: “Please write your name, teacher, grade, and 
date on the front of this packet.” 
 
2. Begin testing by saying: “The Washington Post Mini-Pages is having a story 
writing contest for a picture they have posted. In a few moments I am going to show 
you the picture they want you to write your story about. Open your booklet to page 
2.”  Show the students the Picture on the overhead or whiteboard. Say: “I want you to 
write a story about this picture. Take the next five minutes to carefully look at the 
picture. Be sure to examine all of the details in the picture. Now, before you start, 
take some time to plan your story. Take 5 minutes to plan your story.  
 
3. After 5 minutes have elapsed, say: “You will have 15 minutes to write your story for 
the “Washington Post Mini-Page” contest. Use your imagination to make your story 
as interesting as you can. Also, use paragraphs, good spelling, and the right 
punctuation to make your story the best it can be. Remember to write neatly.” 
Pause, then say: “Begin writing now.” 
 




4. When 12 minutes have lapsed, say: “You have 3 minutes to finish writing your 
story. Reread your writing to make sure it makes sense.” At the end of 15 minutes, 
say: “Your 15 minutes are up, please put your pencils down and turn to the last page 
in your packet. I will now ask you to answer questions to a brief questionnaire. I will 
read the directions and questions to you.” Read the questionnaire items on the last 
page. Then collect all writing packets.  





Persuasive Prompt: Unsupported Condition 
(25 minute administration time) 




1. Before starting the test, tell students: “Please write your name, teacher, grade, and 
date on the front of this packet.” 
 
2. Teacher says, “When you are ready, turn to page 2. Imagine that you are a writer 
for “The Washington KidsPost.” Your boss has asked you to write a persuasive 
essay about whether or not kids should eat at Wendy’s. Before you write your essay, 
I’d like you to examine the following nutrition inf ormation from a Wendy’s menu. 
You may have 5 minutes to read this information. Fel free to highlight important 
information and take notes as you read. You may begin now.” After the 5 minutes are 
up, please move on to administration item number 2.  
 
3. Teacher says, “Writers, you’ve done some good research now by reading and 
studying the nutrition information from a Wendy’s menu. Next I’d like you to write 
your persuasive essay about whether or not kids should eat at Wendy’s. Turn to 
page 3. Your job is to persuade the readers of the KidsPost about why people should 
or shouldn’t go to Wendy’s. Before you begin writing, you will have 5 minutes to 




plan your persuasive essay using the planning space in your booklet. You may begin 
now.  
 
4. Teacher says, “You may now have 15 minutes to write your persuasive essay for 
the KidsPost. I will warn you when you have 3 minutes left. You may begin now.” At 
the 3 minute warning state “You have 3 minutes left. Please begin to finish your 
writing. ” At the end of the 15 minutes say, “Your 15 minutes are up, please put your 
pencils down and turn to the last page in your packet. I will now ask you to answer 
questions to a brief questionnaire. I will read the directions and questions to you.” 
Read the questionnaire items on the last page. Thencollect all writing packets.  
 





Persuasive Prompt: Supported Condition 




1. Before starting the test, tell students: “Please write your name, teacher, grade, and 
date on the front of this packet.” 
 
2. Teacher says, “When you are ready, turn to page 2. Imagine that you are a writer 
for “The Washington KidsPost.” Your boss has asked you to write a persuasive 
essay about whether or not kids should eat at Wendy’s. Before you write your essay, 
I’m going to read a passage with nutrition information from a Wendy’s menu to you 
while you read along. Feel free to highlight important information and take notes as 
I read.” Teachers should read the speech bubbles and read th tables with the nutritional 
information alternating from the table on the left to the table on the right for each food 
category. “In the remaining time, you may reread the passage.”  After 5 minutes, 
please move on to administration item number 3.  
 
3. Teacher says, Writers, you’ve done some good research now by reading and 
studying the nutrition information from a Wendy’s menu. Next I’d like you to write 
your persuasive essay about whether or not kids should eat at Wendy’s. Turn to 
page 3. Your job is to persuade the readers of the KidsPost about why people should 
or shouldn’t go to Wendy’s. Before you begin writing, you will have 5 minutes to 
plan your persuasive essay using the planning space in your booklet. Turn to page 3. 




(Set timer for 5 minutes and read the following in approximately 1 minute intervals). You 
decide: Is Wendy’s a good choice? 
 
Remember that as persuasive writers, you’ll want to be sure to include information 
in a particular order.   You can use the space below to plan or the graphic organizer 
on page 4:   
 
 You should start by stating your opinion. Are you for Wendy’s or against 
it? Pause and give students time to record their thoughts.  
 
 You should include reasons and evidence to support your opinion. What 
are some of your reasons for or against Wendy’s? What is the evidence that 
goes with those reasons? Take some time to think about how to organize 
these ideas. Pause and give students time to record their thougts.  
 
 You should also include words that help the reader follow your thinking, 
such as for example and because. Pause and give students time to record their 
thoughts.  
 
 Finally, you should provide a conclusion that restates your opinion. Pause 
and give students time to record their thoughts.  
 
3. Teacher says, “You may now have 15 minutes to write your persuasive essay for 
the KidsPost. I will warn you when you have 3 minutes left. You may begin now.” At 




the 3 minute warning state “You have 3 minutes left. Please begin to finish your 
writing. Remember to edit your paper to be sure that 
 You used good grammar; 
 You used capital letters and punctuation marks correctly; 
 You spelled words correctly; and 
 You let your readers know where you started new paragraphs. 
 You checked your paper to make sure that it is the way that you want 
readers to read it. 
At the end of the 15 minutes say, “Your 15 minutes are up, please put your pencils 
down and turn to the last page in your packet. I will now ask you to answer 
questions to a brief questionnaire. I will read the directions and questions to you.” 
Read the questionnaire items on the last page. Thencollect all writing packets.  






Student Name:     ___________________________________ 
CATEGORY 4-Effective/Comprehensive 3-Effective 2-Developing 1-Underdeveloped 
Organization 
and structure 
Organization is a logical 
progression of ideas/events 
and is unified and complete. 
There is a logical progression 
of ideas/events and is 
reasonably complete, although 
minor lapses may be present. 
One or more major lapses in the 
logical progression of ideas/events is 
evident. 
Ideas/events are presented in a 
random fashion. 
Content focus Maintains focus on 
topic/subject throughout 
response. 
May exhibit minor lapses in 
focus on topic/subject. 
May lose or may exhibit major lapses 
in focus on topic/subject. 
May fail to establish focus on 
topic/subject. 
STYLE Consists of specific, 
developed details. Exhibits 
skillful use of vocabulary 
that is precise and 
purposeful. Demonstrates 
skillful sentence fluency 
(varies length, good flow 
rhythm, and varied 
structure). 
Consists of some specific 
details. Exhibits reasonable 
use of vocabulary that is 
precise and purposeful. 
Demonstrates reasonable 
sentence fluency. 
Consists of general and/or 
undeveloped details, which may be 
presented in a list-like fashion. 
Exhibits minimal use of vocabulary 
that is precise and purposeful. 
Demonstrates minimal sentence 
fluency. 
Elaboration is sparse; almost 
no details. Lacks use of 
vocabulary that is precise and 
purposeful. Sentence fluency 
is lacking. 
Conventions Exhibits STRONG 
CONTROL of grammatical 
conventions appropriate to 
the writing task: sentence 
formation; standard usage 
including agreement, tense, 
and case; and mechanics 




CONTROL of grammatical 
conventions appropriate to the 
writing task: sentence 
formation; standard usage 
including agreement, tense, 
and case; and mechanics 
including use of capitalization, 
punctuation, and spelling. 
Exhibits MINIMAL CONTROL of 
grammatical conventions appropriate 
to the writing task: sentence 
formation; standard usage including 
agreement, tense, and case; and 
mechanics including use of 
capitalization, punctuation, and 
spelling.ing agreement, tense, and 
case; and mechanics including use of 
capitalization, punctuation, and 
spelling. 
LACKS CONTROL of 
grammatical conventions 
appropriate to the writing task: 
sentence formation; standard 
usage including agreement, 
tense, and case; and mechanics 
including use of capitalization, 
punctuation, and spelling. 




APPENDIX G: Scoring Directions 
PURPOSE:  Determine quality of students’ writing AND score reliably 
 
1. You are to apply the scoring rubric (attached). Usee says from our training session as 
benchmark papers.  Papers in the data set can become benchmark papers if you both 
decide they exemplify specific features of the rubric.  
 
2. Each person will eventually read all papers and score all papers independently. As 
you decide on a score, write the number on the paper. Th n provide a reason for this 
rating using 1-2 descriptors from the rubric. Write this directly on the student’s paper.  
 
3. Only read 5 papers at a time. As you read, write nos n the essay to help you 
determine a specific value on the rubric, so that you can use it accurately. 
 
4. After you each finish reading the same 5 essays, share/report scores for each paper, 
one at a time. The first purpose of the sharing is so you both learn use the rubric in the 
same way.  In other words, you both need to have agr ement on what a “4” means – 
or what a “1” means. Second, you need to use these valu s consistently.  
 
5. When you disagree (i.e., you each assign different scores to the same paper)  
 
A. First, talk about what led each of you to the original score. Perhaps one person 
missed something in the essay or another person credited the child’s writing 
too much. Regardless, decide on the “true” score, and write a second, final 
score on the paper (use an arrow, → 4). Note: one person may keep her 
original score, but this helps us see each final score by the same designation.  
 
B. The second purpose of the discussion is to remind each other what each value 
of the rubric means, and whether each of you is evaluating the papers 
consistently. Use benchmark papers, recently scored papers, and recent 
decisions to remind each other of decisions in applying the rubric. 
 
6. If you have made an “error” in scoring a paper, do not share scores for any more 
papers in a given set of five papers before checking the remaining papers for the same 
mistake. Change any score that reflects the same problem before continuing to report 
your values. Doing this will improve your reliability. 
 
7. Start each new session with a review of benchmark ppers and the most recently 
scored papers. Do not score too many papers in a given session, and take breaks to 











Sentence Level Measure: Correct Word Sequence 
Counting correct word sequences is one quantitative method of measuring and 
monitoring students' use of conventions. Correct word sequences (CWS) are two 
adjacent, correctly spelled words that are grammatically acceptable within the context of 
the phrase (Videen, Deno, & Marston, 1982). Capitalization and punctuation also can be 
considered within the sequence. To calculate the proportion of CWS: 
1. Place a caret (^) over every correct sequence between the two words that form the 
sequence. 
2. Place a large dot between every incorrect sequence. Place dots before and after 
misspelled words. 
Example: o my ^ dog o chasd o the ^ ball^. 
3. The first sequence is not comprised of two words but marks how the sentence was 
begun. (Sentence beginning to first word “my” is marked as an incorrect sequence 
because the M is not capitalized.) The last sequence is the last word to period, 
question mark, or other appropriate ending punctuation. 
4. To control for length of composition divide the number of CWS by the total 
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